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I 
TRACING the pedigree of an ordinary yeoman family, and more people now 
alive in England are descended from the yeomen than from any other 
class, is one of the most fascinating pursuits conceivable. The old 
motives which led people to enquire into the past history of their families, 
and to trace their descent, are mostly gone: the desire to acquire a better 
descent than one really had, to go back to some noble ancestor of the 
same name; or the desire "to attach new names to old acres" as it has 
been so aptly described. Both these motives led searcrcers, or those who 
were employed by them, to make unjustifiable assumptions at critical 
points in the descent, to guess where one could not know, and (at the 
worst, though this was rare) to invent new data or to distort e:,,,.isting facts 
in order to establish a distinguished but false pedigree. But all this 
pretentious activity has disappeared, or nearly so, and has been replaced 
by a pure interest in the origin of one's family whatever it may have 
been. This being so, genealogy has become a much more scientific 
pursuit, in which every single statement is, or should be, supported by a 
verifiable reference to a record of some description, and in which 
assumptions are made only with the greatest reluctance and where the 
circumstantial evidence is very strong. 

Apart from the pure genealogy of a family, which usually means the 
tracing of its descent through the male line, and which is usually a subject 
of interest only to the family immediately concerned and its kindred, the 
social history of ordinary families has been almost totally neglected in 
England. By ordinary families I mean those who did not own manors 
or large landed estates but those who owned only a small farm or two, 
if that, and called themselves by the proud title of "yeomen" and were 
called on occasion by the even prouder title of "the Commons of England". 
The history of such families has hardly been noticed by any historian : even 
though history has long since moved away from being the chronicle of 
royal feuds, marriages, and alliances, of the wars and bloody intrigues 
of a handful of noble families who governed the country, the social 
historian has not yet come down to the history of the ordinary family 
upon whose energy and toil and skill the whole great superstructure 
rested. The old county historians, who produced their monumental 
volumes between the seventeenth and the nineteenth centuries, were 
almost exclusively concerned with "the landed class" and the history of 
parishes and villages within the county became in their hands almost 
exclusively the history of the descent of the manor. Local history was 
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conceived as manorial history and that in its turn was only the history 
of the various lords of the manor, with nothing said of the tenants and 
their modest chronicles and vicissitudes through the generations. Even 
the best of local histories to this day suffer from this inheritance from the 
old county historians, and it is rare to see a village history which gives 
more than passing mention to the great majority of village families out
side the manor house and the rectory. The histories of towns have not 
suffered to anything like the same extent from this exclusive outlook, for 
the simple reason that, in the main, land is not the main source of power 
and wealth in the town and the landed class is therefore relatively unim
portant in its history. Here trade and industry have been the sources of 
wealth and the historian has scarcely been able to avoid dealing to some 
extent with the rise of the trading families. Even so, little enough is 
known of the history of ordinary families and too much is made of 
those merchant families who acquired fortunes in local trade and thence 
graduated into the landed class in the neighbouring countryside. 

The man who writes the modest history of his own family can, then, 
render a great service to the economic and social historian whose know
ledge is necessarily imperfect in this field. There is no lack of material 
for such a task, though it is not easy to search it out. I cannot do more 
than indicate very sketchily here what these materials are and how they 
can be used. The ardent searcher will find his own materials all over the 
place, some locally where his family have perhaps lived for centuries, 
and much in London among the national records, and he will find that 
one document leads to another, and one step in his history on to another, 
so that his problem eventually becomes not where to begin but where to 
stop. Above all, however, he must not fail to make his results available to 
others, for work that goes on for years and never gets published is all 
too often completely wasted effort in the end, wten industrious relatives 
come in and "clear up" the masses of notes in which they themselves 
have no interest, and probably burn the lot. 

The searcher must publish the results of his work if he can. Only 
the small minority will be able to get such a work printed in book form, 
for this is an exceedingly expensive business in England, but nearly every 
county in England has a local antiquarian or historical society which 
publishes a volume of articles annually and here the searcher should be 
able to find an outlet for publication if his work is accurately done and clearly 
set out. Failing this, he should deposit a copy of his work, preferably 
with copies of all the documents he has used in compiling it, in the library 
of the local Record Society, or, if such a society does not exist, in the 
library of the local historical or archaeological society. If he lives in a 
town which possesses a public library and his family have been largely 
connected with the town. he should deposit a copy of his work in the 
library for reference purposes; and if, on the other hand, his family have 
long been associated with a particular village there is no reason why 
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some account of them should not be deposited in the parish chest of his 
ancestral village. 

The great majority of English people now live in towns : a hundred 
and fifty years ago the great majority still lived in the country, or in little 
towns that were an integral part of the countryside. During the course 
of the nineteenth century therefore there was a great migration from 
country to town, especially between the r83o's and the 186o's and in this 
process a sharp break was made with the past for the hundreds of thousands 
of ordinary families concerned. Most families now living in English towns 
have been there only two or three generations, but in that time they have 
effectively forgotten where they came from and everything about the 
ancestral countryside. A surprising number of townspeople to-day do 
not know for certain where their own grandfathers were born, and as for 
their great-grandfathers they have forgotten their very names. At the 
best there is a vague family tradition that they came "from Cosby way" 
or some such place, a tradition based upon "I heard my father tell .... ". 
Rarely do memories go any further back than that : the immemorial 
continuity of English family life was completely shattered a hundred 
years ago or less, and what happened before that is for most people 
wrapped in total darkness. 

Yet there was a time when ordinary village families had telescopic 
memories and a man could recite the names of his direct ancestors, at 
least, for several generations back, simply because he and they had lived 
for centuries in the same small district and there had been no break in, 
the continuity. The family and the native village were indissolubly 
bound together; though there was more movement between different 
villages than is commonly suspected, as I shall show below. 

I was reading the other day, for example, a record made between 
1533 and 1538 of a dispute between two ordinary village families of 
South Croxton, a village some eight miles north-east of Leicester-a dis
pute which reached the High Court of Chancery in London, although it 
only concerned the title to four acres of land. But the plaintiffs, Edward 
Palley and his wife Joan, were able to recite Joan' s pedigree right back 
to the fourteenth century. Joan, we are told, was the daughter of John, 
son of William, son of John, son of Margaret, daughter of Agnes, daughter 
of Robert Randolf, husbandman, who had originally been seised of this 
property. Here we have cited a descent through seven generations, and 
I find elsewhere that in fact this Robert Randolf of South Croxton was 
alive in 1377 when he appears in the poll tax return of that year. From 
other records the descent of this family can be taken back another fifty 
years to 1327 when John Randolfcs is listed to pay two shillings towards 
a tax levied in that year. 

The Randolfs (whose name becomes Randell in later centuries) were 
free tenants of the manor for centuries; that is, they had land of their 
own, though perhaps, like the majority of free tenants, only twenty or 
thirty acres. Wherever a village family possessed a little property it is 
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likely that the family memory was more highly developed and 
tenacious than where there was none, for to be able to recite accurately 
the descent of the property through generation after generation, not 
always in a direct line but with side-shoots into brothers and sisters, 
uncles, cousins, and kindred families, meant an additional safeguard 
over and above that afforded by the little strips of parchment deeds so 
jealously treasured. So it is that when Thomas Wallys of Wigston chose 
to dispute the title to two houses and gardens in Wigston sometime 
between 1529 and 1532 he could trace his descent, and that of the 
property, back again to the early years of the fifteenth century, when 
Katherine Church, widow of John Church of Leicester, had given the 
property to her son John, whose daughter Katherine had married John 
Wallys, grandfather of Thomas Wallys the plaintiff, about the middle of 
the fifteenth century. The first John Church cited had represented 
Leicester in the parliament of 1399 and was three times mayor of the 
town. So when Thomas Wallys cites his descent he can go back without 
hesitation to his great-great-grandmother, widow of a rising young 
merchant who flourished in Richard II's reign. 

The pedigree searcher in Leicestershire is more fortunate than most 
in this resp2ct, once he can find where his grandfather came from, for a 
large proportion of village families in Leicestershire possessed a little 
property of their own in past centuries and to this extent their past 
history is more easily traceable. Indeed, outside East Anglia, where the 
free peasantry were very numerous from the ninth century onwards, 
Leicestershire showed one of the highest percentages of free tenants in its 
population. It is possible that in the thirteenth century nearly a half 
of the rural population were freeholders of some size or other; in some 
medieval villages the freeholders made up three families out of every four. 

This is not to say, however, that the searcher after an ordinary 
family, outside what we may call the "manorial class", can expect to 
trace his ancestry back to medieval times. All I say is that he is more 
likely to be able to do this in Leicestershire than in most other English 
counties, first because Leicestershire had a much higher proportion of 
small peasant freeholders, and secondly because the Leicestershire 
searcher has two magnificent sources of enquiry in addition to those open 
to searchers elsewhere. One is Nichols' great History of Leicestershire, 
probably the finest of all the great county histories (but to be used with 
great care as it can be very inaccurate), and the other is the six 
volumes of the late Mr. George Farnham's Leicestershire Medieval Village 
Notes, which print the medieval records (from Domesday up to the 
hearth tax return of 1664) for the bulk of Leicestershire villages. The 
records relating to those villages which are not dealt with in the six 
printed volumes may be found in Mr. Farnham's manuscript volumes 
now deposited in the muniment room of the City Museum in Leicester. 
Even where the village records have been printed by Mr. Farnham the 
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manuscript volumes should be referred to if possible, as they frequently give 
fuller details than the printed version. 

Generally speaking, the average family possessing no records of its 
own has done well if it can trace its descent and history back to the middle 
decades of the sixteenth century. It would be exceptional to be able to 
trace a continuous and certain yeoman descent from the year 1500. On 
the other hand, it would be an exceptional family which could not trace 
its descent back to about 1600 without a break, with persistent searching. 
The great majority of ordinary English families should therefore be able 
to unearth a more or less detailed history and descent for at least three 
centuries and probably nearer four. 

When we get back to the sixteenth century the search becomes 
increasingly difficult with every ge~cration further back. Although parish 
registers of all baptisms, marriages, and burials were ordered to be kept 
as long ago as 1538 very few parishes have succeeded in preserving their 
registers intact over such a long period. 

Thus, out of more than 250 Leicestershire parishes only thirteen have 
complete registers from 1538: the remaining parishes have lost a varying 
number of their registers and some now possess nothing earlier than the 
eighteenth century. The parishes which have a complete series of registers 
from 1538 to the present day are Beeby, Belton, Buckminster, Frowles
worth, Loughborough, Saddington, Saxelby, Scraptoft, Shepshed, Stonton 
Wyville, Stoughton, Thurn by, and Wymondham. The registers of Castle 
Donington are complete from 1539, and another twenty-five parishes or so 
have continuous registers from the beginning of Elizabeth's reign (1558 
or 1559). 

Wills, too, become increasingly rare before 1550. Fewer wills were 
made the further back we go, and of these fewer still have survived the 
vicissitudes of four hundred years. Most wills were made on paper, and 
have been preserved ever since in rooms far from proof against fire, 
clamp, and mice. The oldest will (or, rather, a contemporary copy of 
the original) now preserved in the Leicester Probate Registry is that of 
Alys Multon, widow, of Wymondham, made some time in the reign of 
Edward IV, probably about the year 1480. Only one other will in the 
registry can certainly be dated as of the fifteenth century, that @f John 
Penny of Leicester, which is dated 24 March, 1495. For the period from 1500 
to 1550 several hundred wills survive, but they are far more numerous 
after the middle of the century. In all there are considerably more than 
20,000 wills in the registry at Leicester for the period 1500 to 1649 but 
the great mass of these fall within the hundred years 1550-1649. No 
wills exist for the Commonwealth period 1650-59, a bad time for records 
generally; but for the period 1660 to 1750 there are something like 23,000 
wills and administrations in the Leicester Registry, all of which have been 
indexed by the late Mr. Hartopp. His indexes for the period 1495 to 
1750 have been published in two volumes. 
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When one gets back towards the middle of the sixteenth century 
then, the parish registers one needs to pursue the enquiry peter out 
(unless one is exceptionally fortunate) and wills are few and far between. 
These two classes of record are far and away the most important for the 
family historian: they usually interlock with each other beautifully, and 
the searcher can hardly get anywhere without them. Certainly one 
cannot hope to trace a continuous descent without both sorts of record, 
but once one has filled in the bare line of the descent from these sources 
there are many other classes of record which will clothe the bare bones 
with flesh and muscle. 

The most useful record, other than the parish register and wills, 
for carrying the story back into an earlier generation in the sixteenth 
century is the comprehensive tax list of 1524 or 1525. The particular 
usefulness of this record (otherwise known as the lay subsidy rolls, 
of which tens of thousands are preserved at the Public Record Office 
in London) lies in the fact that it covers every independent person with 
an income of twenty shillings a year or more, which means in practice it is 
a complete directory of the householders of th:, town or village for that 
year; and, further, that it relates to the generation before the beginning 
of parish regiskrs, so that even if one has been able to use a register of 
baptisms, marriages, and burials back to its beginning in 1538 the tax 
list of 1524 or 1525 probably gives us the names and approximate social 
standing of the generation before that. That is why so many yeoman 
pedigrees have as tlwir first authentic fact the name of an ancestor livin,:., 
in 1524. 

Beyond that date the search becomes well-nigh impossible for the 
ordinary middle-class family. There are practically no detailed and 
comprehensive tax lists throughout the whole of the fifteenth century 
(lists, that is, that give a complete directory of a place) until one reaches 
the poll tax returns of I377 and 1381. For some counties none of 
these returns survive at all. In Leicestershire they exist only for the 
hundreds of Gartree (1377 and 1381) and Framland (1381), with some 
more or less informative fragments for other parts of the county. There 
is a short roll of one membrane for Sparkenhoe hundred (1377) and a 
single membrane covering the townships of Osbaston, Hinckley, and 
Upton (1377). Three or four other records of the same tax consist of 
miscellaneous fragments, all of which should of course be searched dili
gently by the genealogical enquirer. 

Even where one is fortunate enough to find a surviving poll tax return 
for the village one is interested in, other difficulties have crept in. Between 
138I and 1524 is a stretch of one hundred and forty-three years, five 
generations of men and women. In that long stretch of time -the family 
one is looking for may well have moved from one village to another, so 
that the name that appears in the tax list of 1524 or 1525 does not appear 
in the poll tax return of 1377 or 1381. I have quoted elsewhere (in The 
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Leicestershire Farmer in the Sixteenth Century) some figures on this 
point: on an average only one surname in ten which appears in 1524-25 
can be found in the same place in 1377-Sr. Those who are interested 
will find further details on this point in that essay, which I need not 
repeat here. 

At the best, supposing one found two men of the same surname in 
the same village, one in 1381 and the other in 1524, there is no means of 
linking them together over the four or five missing generations. All one 
could say is, and even this is not certain, that the earlier man is in all 
probability the direct ancestor of the later man. 

A further difficulty is that when one gets back to the fourteenth 
century family surnames are less fixed and unalterable and one cannot be 
sure that the ancestor of William Butcher in 1524 will not be called John 
atte grene, or some such name indicative of the whereabouts of his house 
in the village. Surnames arising from trades or from places of origin 
are particularly difficult to follow from one generation to another: indeed, 
at a point like this the search must almost certainly come to an end. Thus, 
to take an imaginary example, but one which did occur endlessly in 
various disguises, one might have found John atte welle living at Braun
stone in the early fourteenth century. If his descendants continued to 
live in the same village they would gradually acquire the surname of 
Atwell, though only if they remained in the same part of the village-"at 
the well". Townsend is obviously a name which has arisen in this way. 

But if John atte welle moved to Leicester, he would become known 
almost certainly as John de l3raunstone for the rest of his life, and if he 
left a son named William, who traded as a butch?r in Leicester after his 
father's death, it is an equal chance whether William's surname becomes 
Johnson ("son of John") or Butcher. He might even be called both 
names' at different times in his life, and if he had a son who became a 
tanner we might find Henry le Tanner in the next generation-five 
different surnames for three men of the same family, grandfather, father, 
and son. 

An actual example of how fluid the surnames of ordinary families 
could be occurs among the Leicester Abbey records quoted by Nichols 
under the village of Anstey (West Goscote Hundred, p. ro8o). On 3 
May, 1420, we are told, there came to the manor court of the abbot of 
Leicester-for the abbey owned the greater part of the village before 1539 
- ''William Edson of Anstey, son of John Sareson, formerly of the same 
place; John Wylson senior, son of the aforesaid William Edson; Thomas 
Wilson, son of the aforesaid William; Robert Wilson, son of the same 
William; John Wilson, son of William; Richard Wilson, son of the same 
William; and William Wilson, son of the aforesaid William Wilson of 
Ansty," who were all of villein status. And with the assent of the whole 
convent the abbot manumitted them freely for a fine of one hundred 
marks. Here we have a villein family freed from their ancestral bondage 
for a very substantial fine, equivalent to some £2,500 in pre-war money. 
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The interesting point for our immediate purpose is, however, the 
appearance of three different surnames in three generations-the grand
father called Sarson, the father Edson, and the sons Wilson. One can 
see how Wilson should originate from the father's Christian name but 
the origin of Edson is not clear. The name Wilson, however, seems to 
have become fixed as in 1477 we find both Thomas Wylson and Robert 
Wylson listed among the tenants-at-will of abbey lands at Anstey, each 
.1.olding a messuage and a virgate of land, and rendering ten shillings 
yearly therefor, together with two "works". 

Incidentally, these abbey records give us three generations of the 
pedigree of a yeoman family-for the Wilsons became yeomen in the 
following century-at a time when other records are bare and uninfor
mative, taking us from the closing years of the fourteenth century, when 
John Sarson was alive, into the closing years of the fifteenth, when Thomas 
and Robert Wilson were elderly men. They must have been children or 
youths at the most, when manumitted in the year 1420. 

I mentioned a little while ago the Randolf family of South Croxton, 
an ordinary farming family with some land of their own, characteristic of 
the free peasantry of the East Midlands. Here again some confusion of 
the surname occurs in the fourteenth century but in a simple form which 
is not difficult to unravel. "John Randolfes" is the first recorded bearer 
of the name in South Croxton, in a tax assessment dated 1327. The next 
reference to the family occurs in the assize roll of 1333 when "the assize 
came to recognise'' whether certain persons had dispossessed Amiee, the 
widow of John de Assheby, of her freehold in South Croxton amounting 
to some three hundred acres of land. Among those accused are Robert 
Randolf and John, son of Robert. 

Robert Randolf died between 1333 and 1336, as a lawsuit in the latter 
year speaks of Agnes, wife of Richard Claver, and her former husband 
Robert Randolf. As divorce was unknown in medieval times, fortu
nately for the genealogist, this tells us that Robert was in fact dead. He 
probably left two sons, John, already referred to, and Robert, for a 
Robert Randolf of South Croxton witnessed a charter early in the year 
1347· 

No other reference to the family occurs for thirty years and then we 
come to the poll tax return of 1377, which does not mention the Randolfs 
as such. We find "John son of Robert, and wife", who is probably 
the same man mentioned in the lawsuit of 13B3, and then there is "Robert 
Johnson and wife" who is probably Robert, son of John, son of Robert. 
It is this fluidity of family names which baffles the genealogist when he 
reaches back to the fourteenth century, but I do not think there can be 
much doubt in this instance that Robert Johnson is really Robert 
(Randolf) son of John. Certainly in an assize roll a few years later (1391) 
the name "Robert Randolf of Croxton" occurs again, and further in a 
charter dated at South Croxton on Palm Sunday in the year 1400. 
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Fifteenth century records are, generally speaking, much less infor
mative for the genealogist than those of almost any other century between 
1300 and the present day, and the name Randolf does not occur in the 
few records of this century which Mr. Farnham has printed in his 
Leicestershire Medieval Village Notes. Indeed, it looks from the chancery 
suit already quoted as if this Robert Randolf, who was alive in 1400, was 
the last of his name and that he left only a daughter Agnes who inherited 
his property in South Croxton, Barsby, and Newbold Folville, and took it 
into another family by marriage. 

I have quoted the Randolf family at length, partly to show the 
obscurities which one meets the further back one goes in tracing a yeoman 
( or indeed any other) pedigree, and partly to illustrate the varied nature 
of the records upon which one can call for help in one's task. It will be 
seen, too, that though one may have a number of references to a family 
in successive generations, one cannot, in the absence of wills and similar 
family records, set out with any degree of certainty the descent of the 
family throughout the fourteenth century. 

II 
Speaking of the Randolf family raises another interesting problem and 

that is the origin of surnames. Whatever it may be, the family historian 
has not gone far before he begins to speculate on the meaning of the name 
of his family, how it arose, and when; and, indeed, it may well be a most 
important clue in establishing the ultimate place of origin of his tribe. (I 
use the word "tribe" deliberately, not in any strict sociological sense, but 
with the meaning of a family which, originating perhaps from one man 
in the fourteenth century or earlier, has ramified in all directions from 
the original source so that the descendants now living with the same name 
dwell in a score of places extending over two or three counties or more). 

There are excellent books on this subject and I do not propose to 
waste time rep:ating what they say on the origins and growth of surnames 
in general. Two fascinating books which can be got at a moderate price 
(second-hand)) are Ernest Weekley's The Romance of Names, published 
in 1914, and C. L'Estrange Ewen's A Guide to the Origin of British Sur
names, published in 1938, the latter being an epitome of the same author's 
A History of Surnames of the British Isles (l!:l;JI). An older work, now 
very difficult to obtain, is Guppy's The Homes of Family Names, published 
in 1890; but, compendious and interesting though this is, I find it not of 
great value for serious use. 

The subject is so enom1ous, and to be really useful must be treated in 
great detail and with minute accuracy, that Guppy's book is of little 
practical use though highly interesting to browse in. Similarly, I think, 
Weekley's book suffers by having to deal with a vast subject in a small 
space, so that many derivations are made upon insufficient evidence and 
without due regard to all the complexities of the subject. Undoubtedly 
the best short guide to the subject is L'Estrange Ewcn's smaller book, a 
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mine of information both for the specialist and the general reader and the 
result of a mountain of research work upon original records. Bardsley's 
Dictionary of English and Welsh Surnames, published in 1901, is still a 
highly useful work and so, too, in a different way, is Harrison's Surnames 
of the United Kingdom. 

It is, however, an enormous task to deal with all the family names 
of the British Isles, of which it is calculated there are no fewer than a 
hundred thousand different ones in use to-day. One,could write a sizeable 
book on the family names of one county alone, even of a small county like 
Leicestershire, and one wishes some local student would undertake the, 
task for which so much excellent material exists. Mr. Farnham's lifetime 
of work on the medieval records of the county. coupled with Nichols' 
History with its transcripts or abstracts of thousands more records, have 
broken the back of the task effectively for any student who cares to under
take it. Such a book would discuss the origins and meanings of true 
Leicestershire family names, their changes of form through the centuries, 
and their ramifrcations from their original centres into neighbouring 
parishes and perhaps into neighbouring co1mties. It would also discuss 
the origins and meanings of surnames not originally native to the county, 
which have come in at different dates. Where did they come from, and 
why did tlwy come into Leicestershire? For example, there are many 
medieval names in Leicestershire which originate a hundred miles away, 
and some even two hundred, or three hundred. These can nearly always 
be associated with the movements of some great feudal landowner with 
property in various counties, sometimes widely separated. When such 
a man acquired property in a distant county by marriage with an heiress, 
he did not always feel disposed to leave his ancestral home, but appointed 
instead one of his trusted local men to move to his distant manor, there 
to act as his bailiff and generally to safeguard his interests. I shall refer 
to examples of this kind later. 

In later centuries, after the passing away of the feudal system, this 
kind of movement ceased to be of importance, but instead we have a more 
rapid and frequent movement arising from the growth of trade in the 
towns, and from the social changes that wrre occurring simultaneously in 
the countryside-above all in the sixteenth century, when most yeoman 
pedigrees effectively begin. Then again, there is the great migration of 
families occasioned by what we call the industrial revolution, which is 
commonly dated from 1750 onwards; but which in Leicestershire should 
be placed nearly a hundred years later. In Leicestershire it is the 
nineteenth century which is the great century of migration from country 
to town, though this is perhaps generally true of the whole of the country 
except the northern counties where the movement began a generation or 
two earlier. The extent of the migration in Leicestershire may be gauged 
in this way: in 1564 (or thereabouts) a return was made to the Bishop of 
Lincoln of the population of every town, village, and hamlet in the arch-
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deaconry of Leicester. Without stopping here to discuss minutely the 
defects of this return, which is after all substantially accurate, it shows 
a total population for the whole county of approximately 9,300 families, 
of which the town of Leicester contained but 59r. Thus at the beginning 
of Queen Elizabeth's reign only one family in every 158 dwelt in Leicester. 
At the beginning of George IV's reign there were 36,806 families in the 
county (1821 census) of whom 6,389 dwelt in the town of Leicester; more 
than one family in six now lived in the town. To-day the pro
portion is one in two: the population of Leicester is as great as that of 
all the rest of the county. 

There is indeed hardly a century, within the period during which 
family names have been fixed, in which there has not been movement on 
a more or less large scale in Leicestershire. We have already seen that 
between the late fourteenth century and the early sixteenth, nine Leicester
shire families in ten either died out or changed their abode : only one in. 
ten remained in the same village during those five or six generations. And 
there is evidence from earlier records, from the middle of the thirteenth 
century onwards, that this movement from village to village, and from 
village to town, was equally active. All the same we must not exaggerate 
the extent of the movement: it was often only to a parish or two away and 
the old name remained rooted in the district even if not in the ancestral 
parish. 

Then came the sixteenth century with its rapid social changes, both in 
countryside and town, resulting in considerable shifts of population within 
the county as the records plentifully show. Only a small minority of 
families in 1600 remained rooted in the same place as their ancestors had 
been a hundred years earlier, except in those villages where landed 
property remained divided among a considerable number of small free
holders as at Wigston Magna, and in such villages as these the old native 
population was being diluted in every generation by newcomers from 
outside, themselves squeezed out perhaps by the changes taking place in 
their own villages. 

Of all centuries perhaps the seventeenth was the most stable in 
Leicestershire (it would be better perhaps to call it the least unstable) from 
the standpoint of the movement of families. The social changes of the 
preceding century had largely worked themselves out, temporarily at least, 
with the cessation of inclosure for sheep-pastures, which had resulted in 
extensive migrations from the villages so affected, and with the slackening 
of the rapid rise in the general price-level which itself produced social 
changes of all kinds. On the other hand the steady industrialisation of 
certain villages and rural districts in Leicestershire, with the spread of 
framework knitting in the last quarter of the seventeenth century, had not 
begun. 

Perhaps we can say, therefore, that the three generations betwren 
about 1625 and 1700 were the least unsettled generations for centuries, 
although even this statement is only relatively true for there was a good 
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deal of inclosure in Leicestershire in the seventeenth century which must 
have affected the local population to a varying degree in different villages. 
Only the student making a detailed study of the movement of local 
families, generation by generation, could give an authoritative answer to 
this problem, and this would be one of the most valuable results of his 
enquiries. 

The spread and growth of framework-knitting in Leicestershire 
during the eighteenth century produced _considerable movement among 
local families, except the firmly-rooted yeoman families who were, how
ever, a minority of the population in any village by this time. 

There must have been a substantial migration of country familie,, 
into Leicester during this century, as indeed there had been to some <legret · 
in every century since the Danish Conquest in the ninth century, for the 
population of the town trebled between 1700 and 1800. Clearly, such an 
increase cannot be accounted for by the purely natural surplus of births 
over deaths: the greater part of it must have been the result of migration 
from the surrounding villages, and the family historian will bear this in 
mind in his s2arches. Leicester's population trebled again in the next 
forty years, increasing from 16,953 in 1801 to 50,853 in 1841, and very 
nearly trebled again in the following fifty years, the population in l8!:Jl 
numbering r42,05r. 

But the growth of the framework-knitting industry in the eighteenth 
century did not merely increase the population of the town of Leicester by 
attracting to it country people with no ties in their native places. It was 
very much a rural industry, and many villages around Leicester an(} 
Hinckley grew rapidly in these generations by attracting the landleE:s 
labouring poor from neighbouring parishes. There was a great move
ment therefore from the purely agricultural villages into those villages 
where framework-knitting had first taken root, and this too the historian 
of Leicestershire families must take into his account. Such a student can 
hardly fail, if he does his work well, to write the social and economic 
history of the county, at least from one point of view, a point of view 
wholly neglected by the academic historian to-day. But let us turn from 
this necessarily sketchy and condensed account of the broad movements 
of families within the county to another aspect of our subject, that of 
the origin of family names in Leicestershire. Here again I can only 
indicate by a few examples the kind of records one finds most useful, the 
sort of information one should look for, and some of the difficulties one 
encounters in such an enquiry. 

III 
An appreciable number of surnames in use to-day originate from 

a Christian name such as Henry son of William which becomes Henry 
Williamson without much ado. A vast number of this simple type of 
name have vanished in favour of something more specific (for example, 
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Henry may have become a miller, and his sons and grandsons have 
followed him in the trade, so that the family name became Miller and not 
Williamson) but a great number have survived. Names ending in "son" 
or "kin" obviously have this origin. The personal name so surviving is 
usually that of the father, but may be that of the mother. On this subject, 
see L'Estrange Ewen's little book, already cited, as I do not wish to repeat 
what is already known and admirably set out. 

Some of these patronymics (that is, surnames derived from the 
personal name of the father) are not so obvious, and on this point 
Leicestershire can provide some examples of interest. 

Let us return for a moment to the Randolf family, whose name sur
vives to-day as Randall or Randell. The magnificent series of early 
Wigston deeds among the Wyggeston Hospital Records at Leicester con
tains a mass of valuable information on the development of the medieval 
surnames of ordinary families and I shall quote them frequently to illus
trate my argument. 

One of the earliest of these deeds, not dated but drawn up about 
the year r200 and certainly before r202, refers to a grant of land in 
Wigston from the lord of one of the two manors there to ''Rannulf the 
clerk of Wikingeston''. Rannulf the clerk then granted half of this land 
to John his son (before I22I) and the other half to another son Helias or 
Elyas of Newton Harcourt. John had a son called Richard who is called 
in various records from 1249 onwards Richard Randolf, although he is 
sometimes called Richard son of John of Wykinggeston and in this guise 
might be confused with another family of that name. The name Randolf, 
however, prevailed over alternative forms and occurs in every generation 
at Wigston for the next two hundred years, until "Richard Randolff, other
wise called Richard Randull", migrated to Leicester, four miles away, 
and traded as a grocer, apparently retaining however his interest in the 
ancestral lands at Wigston. 

A Robert Randolf had been mayor of Leicester in r4r2 and in 1505 

John Randell was taxed at Leicester. The family apparently continued 
in Leicester during the sixteenth century, as appears by the borough 
records and the family wills. Elsewhere the name survived in the form 
of Randle, Randell, and Randall in villages to the north and north-east 
of Leicester-at Syston, Barrow, and Gaddesby. 

It is possible that the Randolf family of South Croxton, who were free 
tenants like their namesakes at Wigston, were an offshoot of the Wigston 
stem whose root lay in Rannulf the clerk, alive in the twelfth century, the 
father of all the tribe of Randell in Leicestershire in later centuries. And 
Rannulf itself is a Norman name of Scandinavian origin, indicating in all 
probability that Rannulf the clerk was directly descended from some 
ancestor of the ninth century who had settled at Wigston and been given 
land there at the time of the Danish settlement of Mercia in 877. 

Some years ago, early in the year 1!)41, there died at Cosby, a few 
miles to the south-west of Leicester, Mrs. Helen Elizabeth Armston in her 
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94th year, widow of Mr. William Armston, "whose ancestors," we are 
told, "had lived in the village for hundreds of years". There is a family 
tradition that members of the family were persecuted for their loyalty to 
Charles I, and that one of them fled to Whetstone Gorse where he was 
fed by loyal townsfolk from Leicester. 

The Armstons have indeed lived in Cosby, and farmed land there, 
for many hundreds of years. In the hearth tax return dated 1666 we find 
"John Armson" paying on five hearths, one of the largest houses in the 
village. A hundred and forty years before that, the tax list of 1525 
includes "Richard Ormeson". This Richard Ormeson or Ormeston, as 
he is indifferently called, occupied in 1544 lands in Cosby that had 
belonged to the prcceptory of Dalby, but the family probably had lands 
of their own as well. 

Now the name "Ormeson" means "the son of Orm", and Orm is a 
pure Danish personal name, so that once again we have a Leicestershire 
yeoman family with a descent which, though it cannot be proved step by 
step, goes back ultimately more than a thousand years to the latter part of 
the ninth century, a descent beside which an often-boasted Norman 
lineage is but a poor thing. 

Although the name Onn2son docs not appear at Cosby in the tax list 
of 1327 such lists are notoriously incomplete; in some villages a third or 
perhaps even a half of the inhabitants escaped the levy, and not always 
the poorest families. We have indeed evidence that the family were 
there at an earlier date, for Nichols prints a record dated 1249 wherein 
William Burdett recovers possession of one acre of meadow in Cosby 
against William Lewine, Martin de Thorp, Robert de Paumer, William 
Warin, Reginald Strick, Martin Kadmer, Ralph Lawless, Ralph "le 
Cupera", Emma Warin, Robert Orm (misprinted in Nichols as Oren), 
Walter Ncucomin, and William "Carectarum". 

This Robert Orm of Cosby got his name in the same way as Richard 
Randolf of Wigston who was alive at the same time: he was descended 
from some man nam~d Orm just as Richard Randolf was descended from 
Rannulf. And Orm, as I have said, is a pure Danish name. Since 
Robert Orm in 1249 was in all probability a free tenant (to be involved in 
a suit of this kind) it seems pretty certain he was lineally descended from 
a Dane of the ninth century who had first been given land in Cosby. 
Incidentally, when the Domesday Book was compiled in 1086, every 
household in the principal manor of Cosby was free. There were twenty
six sokemen .. and not a single villein or serf, a remarkable example of a 
free community of Danish origin surviving intact two hundred years after 
the Scandinavian Conquest. We can say of the Armstons of Cosby. then, 
that they have certainly lived in the village for seven hundred years, and 
that they were very probably there when the Domesday Book was written, 
and two hundred years before that. 
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The name John was a favourite with the Armstons for generations. 
In Nichols' day there were inscriptions in Cosby churchyard to a whole 
series of them, beginning with John Annston, who died in 1633. His son 
John died in 1654, aged 69; his son John died in 1696, aged 76; his son 
John died in 1699, aged 50; his son John died in 1768, aged 80; his son 
John died in 1778, aged 58; and his son John died in 1792, aged 41-
seven generations of them one after another. The name goes further 
back than that, for another John Ormston died at Cosby in 1558. In 
1846 John Armston still owned and farmed land there, and to this day 
the family remains at Cosby. 

Lewin is another very ancient name, for it appears in the Domesday 
Eook (1086). Weekley derives it from the Old English personal name of 
Leofwine and this indeed is the correct derivation, as we may see from 
medieval records relating to Leicestershire villages. I quoted above a 
record dated 1249 in which William Lewin appears as a free tenant at 
Cosby, and thirty years later (1279) another record speaks of William 
Luwin as holding certain land freely in Littlethorpe, a hamlet a mile or so 
away. In the Leicester Abbey records we find a reference to an undated 
grant by the abbey to ''William son of Lefwine' ', probably the same 
man as the William mentioned previously. Lcofwine was apparently a. 
native English holder of land, living in all probability in the latter part 
of the twelfth century. The name "Robert son of Lefwine" occurs in a 
Leicestershire pipe roll for 1203, but the village is not given. 

The Lewyn or Lewin family long remained free tenants at Little
thorpe. Two of them appear in a law-case dated early in 1397, which 
Mr. Farnham translates as follows in his Leicestershire Medieval Village 
Notes (Vol. II, p. 102) :-

Thomas Lewyn, William Lewyn, William Waryn, William 
Late, and William Mile were attached to answer John Wolf in a 
plea of taking and carrying off six oxen and six cows of his, worth 
one hundred shillings, found at Cosseby, and of dispasturing his 
herbage there to the value of one hundred shillings on Thursday the 
Feast of Corpus Christi, 18 Richard II, by which he is damaged 
£40. The defendants plead not guilty and say that there is a 
certain hamlet called Thorp juxta Cosseby [Littlethorpe] which 
is part of the said vill of Cosseby in which hamlet the defendants 
are dwellers and hold divers tenements there in fee by hereditary 
right, that is to say Thomas Lewyn holds half a virgate, William 
Lewin two virgates, William Waryn one virgate, William Late one 
messuage and one virgate, and William Mile a messuage and one 
bovate, by reason of which tenure the defendants and all the free 
tenants of the hamlet of Thorp, from a time when memory does not 
exist, had a separate pasture called Chestreway which extends 
itself from Fosseway as far as a wong which is called Holough
therne, which pasture the said defendants, and all the free tenants, 
and all their ancestors, always held in severalty from the feast of 
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the Invention of the Holy Cross until St. Peter ad vincula every 
year [3 May to I August J whenever a certain field called Cokhull 
field should be sown with any kind of grain, for all their cattle 
levant and couchant in the said hamlet to dispasture there. 

Result. John Wolf recovered his seisin and damages of 
twenty shillings because the defendants had dispastured two fallow 
wongs belonging to the said John with their cattle adjoining to the 
aforesaid pasture called C hestreway in the time of severalty. 

The Lewins seem to have left Littlethorpe soon after this, or at some 
time during the fifteenth century, as none of that name appears in the 
subsidy list of 1524, but they turn up in neighbouring parishes and also 
in villages on the other side of Leicester. The earliest Lewin wills at the 
Leicester Registry are those of Thomas Lewin of Qucniborough, proved 
in 1526, and of John and Robert Lewin, both of Syston, proved in 1543 
and 1544 respectively. A John Lewyn appears in this district early in 
the fifteenth century as a juror at two coroners' inquests, one held in 1404 
and the other in 1413. Mr. Farnham translates these in his Quorndon 
Records (pp. 123, 128) and they are worth reproducing here for their own 

·interest: -
Inquest at Quemdon on Tuesday next after the feast of the 

Nativity of the blessed Mary the Virgin in the fifth year of the 
reign of king Henry the fourth after the Conquest, before John 
Folville, one of the Coroners of the lord the King for the county of 
Leycester to view the body of Richard Warde of Quemdon by 
the four nearest villages, to wit, Quemdon, Wodehouse, Barowe, 
and Wodethorp, and on the oaths of Thomas le Eyr, William 
Brown, Thomas Walker, Robert Ormeston, Richard Squier, John 
Hebbc, John Prychet, Alexander Lokynton, William Bryght, John 
de Lewes, John Lewyn, and Roger de Pyrys, jurors, who say on 
oath that it chanced at Quemdon on Monday in the feast of the 
Nativity in the year before mentioned at night that John Mason 
of Querndon, of malice aforethought, lay in wait with a certain 
sickle for the purpose of killing the said Richard, and as the said 
Richard came from the house of John Brewester to his own house 
the said John Mason feloniously struck him from behind on his 
neck with the said sickle (of the value of twelve pence) so that the 
said Richard immediately died without the rites of the Church. 
And they say that the said John immediately after the felonious 
deed fled, and in fleeing was captured and led to the King's gaol 
at Leycester, and they say that Alice Love first found the said 
Richard and raised the hue and cry. Richard's goods and chattels 
are worth one hundred shillings, for which the village of Querndon 
is answerable. And the body is viewed by the Coroner and buried. 
And the same village of Querndon will have to answer for the value 
of the aforesaid sickle. Deodand twelve pence. 
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The second inquest, also held at Quomdon, related to the accideDtal 
death of the miller who got caught up in the mill machinery and was 
killed immediately. The jurors (among whom John Lewyn is named) 
say on oath: 

That it chanced at Querndon on Tuesday in the feast of St. 
Valentine the Martyr in the year above mentioned [141H] at one 
hour after Noon that as the said Robert Walker, miller of the lower 
mill of Querndon, was oiling the wheel of the mill called Le Cogge
whele his sleeve got fastened among les Cogges and he was 
suddrnly involved in them by the said wheel, by which his body 
was so lacerated that he immediately died without the rites of the 
Church. And they say that the said wheel and a certain other 
wheel called Le Watwhele and Les Trendelow, of the value of 
13s. 4d., killed him and were the cause of the death of the 
said Robert Walker and nothing else, whence the village of Quern
don will answer. Deodand 13s. 4d. 

Probably the Lewins are not all of one ultimate stock; there may 
have been more than one Leofwine in Leicestershire, just there was 
apparently more than one Orm. The variant form of Leffyn appears 
at Swannington between 1289 and 1349, but does not seem to have sur
vived in this form. 

In the tax list of Cosby and Littlethorpe dated 1332 are three other 
surnames which derive from older personal names, those of Thomas and 
William Fouk, Thomas and Robert Stcyn, and William Martyn, all of 
whom were free tenants. The Fouk family derived their name from one 
'Fulk, · son of Aunild' who witnessed a Cosby charter sometime between 
rr85 and 1212. In 1220 we read of Robert son of Fulk, who is also 
called Fulk de Cosseby. There are many references to the Fouke family 
at Cosby in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, but they seem to die 
out thereafter in this neighbourhood and the name appears as Fowlks or 
Fowkes in the Rothley district in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 
Richard Fouck was living at Thurcaston in 1524 and William Fowlks died 
there about the year 1590 when his will was proved. 

Thomas and Robert Steyn were descended from one Steyn, a pure 
Scandinavian personal name. William Steyn of Cosby appears in a law 
case of 1286, and the same family held land at Littlethorpe where Robert 
Steyn is referred to in undated Leicester Abbey records as "Robert, son 
of Steyn". Again it seems probable that Steyn was living round about 
the year 1200 at Cosby, descendant of some Danish freeholder of three 
hundred years before. 

The name also occurs at an early date at Arnesby, some 
eight miles south of Leicester and about five south-east of 
Cosby. In 1252 Richard Steyn, Simon Steyn and Amiee Steyn 
sold a messuage and half a virgate of land in Arnesby. William and 
Robert Steyn appear in a tax list dated 1332. The last of the name 
here seems to have been Henry Steyn whose will is dated 1517, as 



LEICESTERSHIRE YEOMA,."'{ FAMILIES 

AND THEIR PEDIGREES 
47 

the name does not appear in the subsidy list of r524. The name appears 
elsewhere in the county in the early sixteenth century as Steyne, 
Stayne, and Steane (at Billesdon 1534, Shenton 1539, Birstall 1542 and 
Tilton in r555) and comes down to-day as Staines. or Staynes. In the 
Leicester directory of r846 we find two firms of this name-Elizabeth 
Staynes & Son, last and patten makers, in High Street, and Thomas 
Staynes, cooper, in St. Nicholas Street. 

The Martin family, too, take their name from one Martin. In the 
document of 1249 already cited we find Martin de Thorp mentioned, a 
free tenant of some substance at Littlethorpe whence he takes his second 
name. He is also mentioned in a fine of r236. Nearly a hundred years 
later his descendants appear in the tax list of r332 but the family do not 
appear to have lasted much longer there and certainly did not survive 
until the list of r524. The earliest dated reference to the family of this 
name is at Arnesby in r225 when Martin de Herdesby (i.e. Harby, in the 
Vale of Belvoir) appears in a fine with Matilda his wife. In r231 he is 
called Martin de Foston, having moved his household to that village, 
and in r275 "William son of Martin" was one of the jurors in an inqui
sition relating to the manor of Arnesby. Thomas Martin is named in 
records of r308, I3II and r332 but after that there is no mention of the 
name at Arnesby. We know, however, from an undated grant among 
the Wyggeston Hospital Records relating to land at Walton (near Kimcote) 
that Thomas had three sons, John, Thomas, and Hugh. 

Only in one place has the Martin family continued without a break 
for century after century, and that is at Anstey, the ancestral home of Lieut
Colonel Sir Robert Martin, now Chairman of the Leicestershire County 
Council. The earliest reference to the name at Anstey is in a record dated 
r301, when "Robert Martyn" appears in a list of defendants in a suit 
brought by the prior of Ulverscroft for conspiracy and trespass. From 
that time onwards the name Robert appears, generation after generation 
and century after century, down to the present day, as a family name. 

There is a yet earlier reference in this district to a Robert Martyn, 
however, in an extent of the manor of Barrow made in 1273. Among 
the free tenants of the manor we are told that "the heir of Robert 
Martyn" holds two virgates of land and one assart paying twelve pence 
yearly and twenty barbed arrows, worth ten pence. This Robert Martyn, 
dead by r273, may well be an ancestor of the Robert Martyn of r3or, and 
was undoubtedly descend3d from some ancient freeholder of the name of 
Martin, living probably at the end of the twelfth century or the begin
ning of the thirteenth. 

It will be noticed that few of these ancient families of free tenants 
in fact stayed in the same village for many centuries. Most of those we 
have discussed in these pages appear to have died out in the ancestral 
village some time in the fourteenth or fifteenth centuries. Undoubtedly 
the Black Death and its successive visitations must have exterminated 
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many of these old families, but it is likely also that many moved into the 
town of Leicester and took up some trade. Unlike villein families, free 
tenants could leave their ancestral manor when they chose and indeed 
younger sons must have been forced to do so for there was a limit to the 
possible sub-division of a virgate of land-usually twenty-four to thirty 
acreS---which was the normal holding of a free tenant. In such a small 
county as Leicestershire, with the town within twenty-five miles or so of 
any village in the county-that is, only a day's ride if all went well
there was an obvious outlet for the landless younger sons. So we find 
tha:t in a Leicester tallage roll of 1271 fully one-third of the popu
lation have names which suggest they had come in from the surrounding 
countryside, either they or their fathers before them. 

IV 
It will be seen how many old Leicestershire family names derive 

originally from a Scandinavian personal name, a name which takes us 
back to the Danish settlers of Mercia in the last quarter of the ninth 
century. Leicestershire was very thoroughly Scandinavianised at that 
date, especially the country to the north and east of the burh of Leicester; 
but even elsewhere the Danish element is very conspicuous. In the 
Domesday Book nearly two thousand of the recorded population of 
Leicestershire are described as sokemen. These would in fact have been 
largely the direct descendants of ninth-century Danes, and in the north
eastern quadrant of the county-in the great sakes of Melton and Rothley 
-fully a half of the recorded population fall into this class. At Oadby, 
just outside Leicester, forty-six of the enumerated population of fifty-six 
in the Domesday Book were sokemen, and Blaby, Humberstone, Stough
ton, Bushby and Thurnby all showed a very high proportion of house
holds of old Danish descent. Some villages indeed may have consisted 
exclusively of Danish families, such as Cosby, where we have traced the 
history of various peasant families, which began its existence as "Copsi's 
or Cofsi's by" and even in 1086, as we have seen, was still an entirely free 
,:ommunity. 

It is indeed possible that the important military centre of Leicester, 
one of the Five Boroughs of the Danelaw, was ringed around by villages 
which were largely if not exclusively settled by disbanded Danish soldiers 
and their households as a military precaution. The country between 
Leicester and Watling Street, which was the frontier of the Danelaw 
against Anglo-Saxon England, was probably nearly as heavily Scandi
navianised as that on the other side of the town, as the names of the 
villages alone would show. Hence it is not surprising that Leicestershire 
generally shows a remarkable number of family names with a Danish 
origin, although far less, it is true, than one-half the total, which was 
probably about the original proportion of Danes in the county. The 
reason for this is that, as Professor Stenton has shown, both Scandinavian 
and Old English native names were virtually extinct within three gener-
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ations of the year 1200, the peasantry as a whole adopting personal names 
in use among the military class. If one had more twelfth-century records 
for Leicestershire one would see an infinitely greater number of Scandi
navian names, as the few surviving charters of the early thirteenth 
century among the Wyggeston Hospital records indicate. Nevertheless, 
a fair proportion of Scandinavian personal names survived in Leicester
shire, as elsewhere in the Danelaw, by being fixed in a surname like 
Onneson or Steyn. Other such Danish personal names which produced 
well-known Leicestershire family names, are Asketill (now the good old 
name of Astill), Erik (Herrick), Toki (Tookey and Tuckey), Gamel 
(Gamble and Gemmell), Ketil (Kettle and Chettle), Svein (Swain), 
Cnut (Nutt), Grim (Grime and Grimes). All families bearing these names 
can point with some certainty to a descent from pre-Conquest times, 
although they will never be able to prove a pedigree generation by 
generation. 

The earliest recorded references to such old names in Leicestershire 
records are to be found among the names of witnesses to late twelfth and 
early thirteenth century charters, transcribed in Nichols' History or in the 
Wyggeston Hospital Records edited by Hamilton Thompson in 1933. 

This is particularly true of the fine series of charters relating to Wigston 
in the latter volume, a fair number of which go back to the period 1200-

1275. These peasant witnesses to local charters are all free tenants, men 
of some standing and substance in their native places, called upon con
tinually to witness transfers of property within the manor; and the general 
probability is, says Stenton, that they are the descendants of the sokemen 
of the Domesday Book. Further, "if individual peasants in the twelfth-cen
tury Danelaw can be identified by their charters as the successors in tenure 
of Domesday sokemen it is permissible to seek their ultimate predecessors 
among the members of the Danish army which settled eastern Mercia in 
877" (Stenton, Danelaw Charters, xcix.) Thus the historical chain is 
complete, though it can never be demonstrated step by step genealogically. 

Occasionally a Leicestershire surname goes back, like Lewin, to an 
Old English personal name. Another such example is Godwin or Good
win. "Robert son of Godwin" witnessed a Wigston charter between 1202 

and 1221. In 1269 the name of "Ralph son of Robert Godwine" appears 
in a charter, and thereafter the name appears frequently up to 1334. 
They seem to have died out about this time in Wigston, though as late 
as 1443 the land they had held was still called "Gudwyns lond". ThJ 
Goodwin family subsequently appear in the Whitwick and Swannington 
district in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries (see Leicester Wills, ed. 
Hartopp, Wyggeston Hospital Records, and Farnham, Leicest"rshire 
Medieval Village Notes, Vol. IV, under Swannington). 

At Wigston the Pawleys still flourish, having been there now more 
than five hundred years. Their first recorded appearance in the village 
is in a charter dated 22 June, 1443, which was witnessed by "William 
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Palley of Wykingeston'' among others, and from that time onwards the 
references to them in the village records are innumerable. They were 
free tenants of the manor from the first, and one of the leading families of 
the village in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, but had sadly 
decayed by the middle of the eighteenth century when the enclosure 
award was made. In Henry VIII's time they are described among the 
men of "good credence and reputation" at Wigston, and later, in Eliza
beth's reign as "of free condition"; but by 1766, when the village land came 
to be allotted after enclosure, they got only 4½ acres between them. In 
the sixteenth century they had owned land in several villageS- at Wig
ston, South Croxton, and Evington-and before that at Bitteswell and 
Lutterworth. 

In the seventh year of the reign of King Henry VII (1491-2) William 
Pawley of Lutterworth and John Bishop of Gilmorton, husbandmen, had 
granted certain lands and tenements in Bitteswell to Robert Dowse, 
chaplain, and Thomas Meryell, for various uses in Bitteswell : to repair 
the church as often as required, to repair the highways and footpaths of 
the village and fields of Bitteswell when necessary, to "find and maintain 
an armed man out of the said village for the king in time of war," and 
to pay the tax known as the fifteenth whenever it should be required by 
the Crown. 

Fourteen years later, William Pawley of Lutterworth, now described 
as gentleman, gave lands and tenements in Lutterworth for mending the 
roads and streets of the town of Lutterworth and for other charitable uses. 

In 1477 a Richard Palley was a tenant on Leicester Abbey lands in 
Leire, two or three miles from Bitteswell and Lutterworth. 

The Pawleys evidently originated in this part of the county, and 
were living at Catthorpe, four miles south of Lutterworth and within a 
few yards of the Warwickshire border in Edward II's time. Roger Paule 
was assessed for the subsidy here in 1327 and 1332; he is mentioned in a 
charter at Quorn House, dated 1343, as occupying lands at Catthorpe. 
There is no doubt from the amount of this assessment that he was a free
holder. In the subsidy list of 1524 at Catthorpe John Palle had the 
highest assessment at twenty marks, or £13 6s. 8d., but th0re are no 
further references to the family in this village. 

In the Hundred Rolls for Warwickshire, dated 1275, Simon Pauly 
appears, in all probability one of the same family, and the name is even 
older than that. It occurs in the Domesday Book, when Palli appears 
as a landowner in 1066 in both Gloucestershire and Warwickshire. It is 
a Scandinavian personal name (Old D,.anish Palli) dating back originally 
to the late ninth century. The Pawleys of Leicestershire can therefore 
trace their ancestry back to a Warwickshire landholder in 1066, who is 
himself a descendant of a Danish settler of an earlier century. 

Freer or Frear is another Leicestershire name of some age. The 
earliest references to the name seem to come from the neighbouring 
villages of Fleckney and Kilby, a few miles to the south of Leicester. 
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Richard le Frere occurs at Fleckney in a law case dated 1290, and 
Nicholas le Frere is mentioned as a merchant in the same place between 
1318 and 1336. In 1332 he was the most highly assessed taxpayer at 
Fleckney, next to "the parson of Wykingeston" who must have had 
property at Fleckney. The last mention of the Freres at Fleckney is in 
1348, but they may have survived there to a somewhat later date as 
fifteenth century records are generally so uninformative about ordinary 
families. William Frere is mentioned at Kilby in 1312 and 1314 but that 
is all. He was probably a stray from Fleckney, the original home. 

The Freers next appear at Burton Overy, about four miles north-east 
of Fleckney· m 1428'. "John Frerei of Burton Overy" witnessed a 
Wigston deed dated 20 March 1428, but they were apparently not living 
at Burton Overy much earlier than this for they do not appear in the poll 
tax return of 1381. The historian of this family therefore has a gap of 
eighty years to bridge, between 1348 and 1428, but there may well be 
records waiting to be unearthed which will complete the story. 

The Freers were substantial freeholders at Burton Overy in the 
sixteenth century, heading the subsidy list for the village in 1545, and they 
became freeholders at Wigston before the century was out, after a modest 
start. 1 Their first recorded appearance in Wigston isin 1504 when William 
Ferrers and Robert Ferrcrs sued John Frere of Wigston, husbandman, for 
"dispasturing, trampling down, and consuming their herbage with certain 
cattle at Wykingeston" to the value of forty shillings. It seems fairly 
certain, in view of John Frere's witnessing a Wigston charter in 1428, that 
they had some connection with Wigston as early as that. Probably 
a younger son who had no prospects at Burton Overy moved to Wigston 
in or about that year. 

The Freers had established themselves solidly at Wigston by Eliza
bethan days and in 1606 Robert Freer (or Fryer, the frequent alternative 
form of the name) was one oi the four local men who bought the principal 
manor of Wigston from Lord Danvers for the sum of £800. Throughout 
the seventeenth century their transactions in land are numerous : they are 
typically solid and prosperous yeoman farmers on a middling scale. 
At some date a branch of the family cstablisr.ed itself in Leicester, where 
it is now a well-known name. 

The Wigston hearth tax return of 1664 shows their commanding 
position in this village of yeoman families : Anne Freer had one of the 
largest houses in the place, with five hearths, Deliverance Freer had a 
house with four hearths, and William Freer one of three hearths. The 
majority of village families had only one-hearth dwellings at this period, 
certainly not more than two; but the eight Freer householders at Wigston 
were nearly all well above the average in affluence. At the enclosure 
award of 1766 they obtained nearly a hundred acres of land as their share. 

1Footnote added latt>r: I have just unearthed a \Vigston der:d which shows them 
purchasing land here as early as r 512. 
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Another Leicester name of good repute is of even greater antiquity, 
that of Sarson. Colonel Sarson, head of a firm of wine merchants of that 
name in Leicester, died only recently at the great age of ninety-one. 

The Sarsons originate, in Leicestershire, in the village of Shacker
stone, about three miles north-west of Market Bosworth, but had reached 
Loughborough and Queniborough by Elizabethan times. They first 
appear in Leicestershire at a very early date, Roger Sarazin being men
tioned in a pipe roll dated Michaelmas 1203. He is not referred to any 
particular place in Leicestershire, though on the roll his name occurs 
between that of Ralph de Pedling (Peatling) and that of Hugh de Cam
pania who dwelt at Thurlaston. The earliest certain reference to the 
family at Shackerstone occurs in the Matriculus of Hugh de Welles, bishop 
of Lincoln, dated c. 1220, which gives Oliver Saracen as the patron of the 
living of Shackerstone. This Oliver witnessed a grant (preserved among 
the Hastings MSS.) of about the same date, whereby Richard de Tileby 
granted to Henry Sarazin and his heirs and assigns certain property in 
Shackerstone. Oliver is described as ''Sir Oliver Sarazin'' in this docu
ment. He left two daughters only, according to Nichols, and Henry, too, 
died childless as we are told in another document among the Hastings 
MSS. (dated between 1224 and 1230) that Matthew Sarazin, rector of 
Shackerstone, was his brother and heir. 

It is possible that Oliver, Henry, and Matthew were all brothers, 
perhaps sons of the Roger Sarazin mentioned above. This can only be a 
supposition, but certainly Matthew had a son called Roger, who in 1272 

held the Little Mill that had been amongst the property granted to Henry 
Sarazin about the year 1220. 

Nichols quotes an assize roll dated 1247, in which Ralph de Anvers 
and Joan his wife, and John son of Robert [de Shepey] and Amicia his 
wife brought a suit against Henry le Sarazin over certain land in Shacker
stone of which Henry was alleged to have unjustly dispossessed Oliver le 
Sarazin, father of the aforesaid Joan and Amiee, whose heirs they are. 

A good deal of the early pedigree of the Sarazin family can be con
structed from these thirteenth century documents printed in Nichols and 
in the Hastings manuscripts, but there can be no complete certainty about 
successive generations. There is a gap in our records, too, between 
1272 and 1332, when the subsidy list of that year contains the names of 
Matthew Sarsyn and Henry Sarasin, both personal names which occur in 
earlier generations. Now comes another long gap before the poll tax of 
1377 records the name of Richard Saryson, the only representative of the 
family in the village at that date. Another hundred years go by in silence, 
until we read the name of "William Sarzyn" as witness to a Shackerstone 
grant dated 10 August, 1480. In a subsidy list of 1571 at Shackerstone 
the name appears for the first time in its modern form of Sarson, and 
from that date onwards the construction of the pedigree of this family 
becomes a matter of parish registers and wills. 
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Let us go back, however, for a moment to the origins of the family, 
on which the early records throw, I think, a certain amount of dim light. 
It is clear from the earliest forms of the name that it was originally of the 
nickname variety: ''the Saracen''. Now among the witnesses to an 
undated grant of land in Appleby, within three or four miles of Shacker
stone, was "Robert Saracenus". Though undated, this grant may be 
ascribed with fair certainty to the reign of John (n99-r2r6). 

The hunt now moves a hundred miles or more to the east, to the 
manor of Gissing in south-west Norfolk, which had been granted to Hugh 
de Hastings by Henry I. A Hastings deed relating to this manor, un
dated but certainly not later than 1207, is witnessed by Robert Sarac[enus] 
and Henry Sarac[enus] among others. It seems pretty certain that the first 
of the family were followers of the powerful Hastings family in the late 
twelfth century, and came into Leicestershire probably when that family 
acquired property there, perhaps to act as bailiffs of these distant properties. 
It seems likely that the Robert Sarac' who witnessed the Gissing deed is 
identical with the Robert Saracenus who witnessed the Appleby deed about 
the same date, and it may well be that the Henry Sarac' whowasatGissing 
is the Henry Sarazin who appears at Shackerstone about the year 1220. 

The Gissing family who appear in Leicestershire early in the fourteenth 
century and who continued into Elizabethan times at Barsby, where they 
were freeholders of long standing, probably originated in the same way. 

The history of the Sarson family in Leicestershire can be traced back, 
with considerable gaps (many of which could be filled by assiduous 
research) to the very first years of the thirteenth century and possibly to 
the very last years of the twelfth, and before that they appear to have 
dwelt in Norfolk; and they owe their coming into Leicestershire in all 
probability to their association with the great Hastings family. They 
were probably granted land in Shackerstone on their coming; certainly 
they were frcetolders from the early part of the thirteenth century on
wards. As time went on they became ordinary yeoman farmers 
in the village, still retaining lands of their own. Nichols says: "Of 
the above mentioned name of Saracen, now usually abbreviated into 
Sarcen. there is a family still living in the vicinity, as there also was at 
Shackerston within the eighteenth century." A William Sarson died at 
Shackerstone about the year 1714, and the will of Thomas Sarson of 
Shackerstone was proved in r724. 

Another family who reached Leicestershire in much the same way, 
and, having reached here, stayed for six hundred years, were the Hortons 
of Mowsley and Knaptoft, in the south of the county. The date and 
manner of their coming can be ascertained with unusually great accuracy 
from the surviving records relating to Knaptoft. They were not there in 
1269, when the manor was surveyed in some detail, the only free tenant 
being one Philip de Redesdale. In r277, however, we find Henry 
de Horton transferring a messuage and virgate of land in Knaptoft to his 
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son Hugh. Clearly, then, Henry had arrived some time between 1269 and 
1277, and from other records we may safely deduce that he first came 
to act as the bailiff of the Gobioris, a Northamptonshire family who had 
obtained the manor of Knaptoft in marriage early in the thirteenth cen
tury. Just as Philip de Redesdale had acted as bailiff for the distant 
family of de Merley, whose home was in far-off Northumberland, so, 
when the manor changed hands, Henry de Horton came from Northamp
tonshire to look after the interests of his lord at Knaptoft. 

Horton, whence the family took their name, is a village about five 
miles south-east of Northampton, and the Gobions had property here. 
Henry was a trusted tenant at Horton and was chosen to go to Knaptoft, 
where he received a grant of a house and a virgate of land for his main
tenance. The subsequent long history of the family at Knaptoft and 
Mowsley has been traced by a descendant, Mr. L. G. H. Horton-Smith. 
The main line of the family subsequently moved away from Leicester
shire but a more humble descendant still remained in the parish of his 
forefathers. In the census schedule of 1851 for Knaptoft we find the 
name of Edward Horton, who had been born at Mowsley; thus the 
name still survived in the same parish after nearly six hundred years. 

The Pagets are another well-known Leicestershire family. According 
to Burke's Landed Gentry (by no means, however, an accuate guide to 
family history) they originate in Ibstock, in the west of the county, where 
Thomas and John Paget are mentioned in a deed of 1469. The consecu
tive pedigree only begins, however, with Valerian Paget who died at 
Ibstock in 1580. By 1873/when the so-called Domesday of Landowners 
was compiled, the family owned several thous,tmd acres of land in 
Leicestershire, the largest single owner being Thomas Paget, esquire, of 
Humberstone, with 3,950 acres. Other members of the family owned 
some 2,700 acres between them in Leicestershire. Like several other 
notable families in the county, they had their origin among the yeomen of 
the sixteenth century, who in turn were descended from free tenants on 
the medieval manor. 

According to Guppy in The Homes of Family Names, the surname 
Paget is peculiar to the counties of Leicestershire and Rutland. This is 
not to say, of course, that it is found nowhere else, but merely that it 
appears to originate in these counties and is still mostly confined to them. 
Ewen, in his History of Surnames, does not discuss the name, nor does 
he refer to it in his Origin of British Surnames. Accordingly to Weekley, 
The Romance of Names, the name is a diminutive form (Patchett) of 
Patch, formerly a nickname for a jester, from his motley clothes. Or it 
may be the French Paget, usually explained as "little page". In its 
earliest form in Leicestershire it invariably appears as Packet and goes 
back to the closing years of the twelfth century. The pipe rolls for the 
years n95 to u99 mention William Patchet somewhere in Leicestershire, 
but no indication is given, unfortunately, of his precise whereabouts in 
the county. 
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The next earliest reference occurs at Arnesby in an assize roll of 1247 
which mentions Wudard Pache as lately dead. Two years later, in a 
fine dated 1249, we find Robert Pachet acquiring a virgate of land in 
Arnesby. Weekley is probably right therefore in deriving Pachet as a 
diminutive of Pache. The Pachets disappear, however, from Arnesby 
within a generation or two and tl-..ere are no further references to the na;ne. 

Up in the extreme north-west of the county, bordering upon Derby
shire, appears to be their stronghold. Henry Pachet of Seal witnessed a 
deed on 25 September, 1278 (Wyggeston Hospital Records, no. 807) and 
Ralph Pachet of Over Seal appears in records between 1359 and 1362, the 
name being spelt Paget for the first time in 1362. William Pachet of 
Over Sea_l appears in documents dated 1469 and 1495, but there are no 
early wills from this district. The earliest Pachet will i.s that of Thomas 
Pachet of Sibson proved in 1521. 

The Pachets were fairly well distributed over the county by Richard 
II's time. Not only were they established at Over Seal, but another 
branch was firmly rooted at Ratcliffe-on-the-Wreak in the middle of the 
county and yet another at Great Bowden on the Northamptonshire border. 
At Ratcliffe Thomas Paget was assessed in the subsidy of 1327 and another 
Thomas Pachet artifex was assessed in the poll tax of 1377-perhaps a 
grandson of the former. In 1368 a William Pachct is mentioned as vicar 
of the parish. Almost certainly they were freeholders like their namesakes 
at Over Seal and like many others of the free tenants they managed to . 
put a younger son into the church. 

There are no later references to the family at Ratcliffe, but within a 
few years they appear in the Rothley and Loughborough district. Thomas 
Pachet was a juror at two inquisitions taken at Loughborough, one in 
1391 and the other in 1402, but his place of origin is not indicated. All 
we know is that he was a local man, from one of the villages round about, 
and a man of substance and local standing as all jurors were at these · 
inquisitions. He may have been of Ratcliffe, or of Rothley where 
another "Thomas Pachet of Rothley" witnessed a deed in 15or. This 
Thomas Pachet was bailiff of Rothley and of the soke belonging thereto 
in 1510. He had several properties in Rothley as is evident from the 
chief rents paid by him, and he also farmed the rectory at this date; but 
a later record tells us that he was a comparative newcomer to the 
parish. At a manor court held at Rothley on 4 October, 1525, the jury 
"say that Thomas Pachet, William Burton of Leicester, William Blount 
of Walton, Davyd Walcheman, and John Haket are 'foreigners' who have 
bought lands and tenements within the vill and fields of Rothley and have 
never made fine with the lord for the lands and tenements according to the 
custom of the manor of Rothley. Therefore the bailiff of the said manor 
is ordered to seize all the lands and tenements so bought into the hands of 
the lord.'' 
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As Thomas Pachet is already described as "of Rothley" as far back 
as 1501, nearly a quarter of a century before this arraignment, it is evident 
that the manor court moved in a leisurely way. He had come to Rothlcy 
in all probability in the last decade of the fifteenth century (if we allow 
time for him to become so established there by 1501 that he is called upon 
to witness charters); and it is curious that the last mention of the Pachets 
in the old home of Seal occurs in 1495, when William Pachet is mentioned. 
No 1524-25 subsidy list for Seal has survived, but there are certainly no 
Pachets there at the musters of c. 1540. It seems highly likely that 
Thomas, perhaps the son of the above William Pachet, migrated from 
Over Seal to Rothley and founded the family in this part of the county; 
and the supposition is strengthened, I think, by the fact that the Pre
ceptory of Dalby and Rothley had property in both Seal and Rothley, so 
establishing a direct connection between the two places. The Pagets were 
free tenants in both places, and substantial yeomen, who might well be 
called upon by the Preceptory to furnish a bailiff for another of their 
properties elsewhere in the county. By the sixteenth century the family 
were well entrenched in this district: Robert Pachett of Syston left a will 
proved in 1544 and Thomas Pachet likewise in 1560-r. Henry Pachett 
of Barrow died in 1563, and Joan Pagett of Ragdale in 1579-all in this 
small district. 

As the Pagets do not appear in the Ibstock district with any cer
tainty until the last years of the sixteenth century, it looks as if they had 
their origin before that in the Rothley--Ratcliffe district, and before that 
perhaps at Over Seal in the north-west of the county. At any rate they 
are certainly one of the oldest families in the county, going back at least 
to the time of Richard I. 

Pochin is another name peculiar to Leicestershire and Rutland. The 
ancestor of all the Pochins alive to-day is probably Richard Pochon of 
Whisscndine, a Rutland parish adjoining Leicestershire, who is described 
as "franklyn" in records between 1447 and 1460-in other words, a free
holder of the better sort, somewhere between the ordinary Midland free 
tenant of the manor and the fully fledged landed gentleman. The social 
gradations were much more clearly marked than they are to-day, when 
every man is described indiscriminately as "esquire" so that the word has 
lost every shred of .its original meaning. The Pochins acquired the 
manor of Barkby about the year 1485 and have lived there ever since, 
sending branches out into various other parts of the county since that 
date. They are described in records as "gent." from 1490 onwards, pro
bably by virtue of their possession of the manor of Barkby, but not until 
the reign of Charles I do they attain the rank of "esquire". In this 
respect~ their slow, steady, and solid progression up the social scale, they 
are much like other well-known Leicestershire families. Some had a 
meteoric rise in the sixteenth century (as I have' described elsewhere in 
The Leicestershire Farmer in the Sixteenth Century) passing through three 
or four social classes in as few generations; but otherS--perhaps the 
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majority-consolidated their positions more slowly and surely before 
advancing to the next stage. By 1873 the Pochins owned well over eight 
thousand acres in Leicestershire. 

Before coming to Barkby the Pochins had been long established in 
Whissendine. They were there as far back as 1387, if no earlier, for a 
lawsuit mentions "John Pochoun of Whyssenden" and reveals that even 
then they had some property in Leicestershire-at Pickwell, three or four 
miles south-west of Whissendine. The ultimate origin of the family, and 
the meaning of their name, are not known to me. According to Weekley 
the name originates as the Norman form of the famous name Poussin: 
certainly it appears to be Norman-French in its earliest forms. The 
variant of Poucyn appears in the Kent poll tax of 1377. 

The name may, however, be derived from a French place-name as I 
find among the Croxton Abbey charters, printed in Nichols (Framland 
Hundred, p. 151) a twelfth-century reference which suggests this. Croxton 
Abbey had been founded by William Parker in n62 and endowed by him 
with considerable estates in that .district. These endowments were con
firmed by Hugo, his brother, in an undated charter, who also gave the 
abbey other lands including "that house in Croxton, with a toft and croft, 
which Godwyn de Poceyn held, to find a lamp before the high altar." 
Dugdale prints the name as Poecyn, but whichever is the correct rendering 
it is clearly the name which developed into Pochyn. 

Whissendine, where the Pochins were well established in 'the four._ 
teenth century, is only nine miles due south of Croxton Kerrial, and it 
seems likely that the Godwyn de Poceyn alive in Henry H's time may be 
the ancestor of the whole of the Pochins of Leicestershire and Rutland. 

Gee is another old Leicestershire name of which the meaning is 
obscure. Early forms of the name are various-Gee, Jee, Jay, Jees, and 
Jeyes. As to its meaning, Ewen attributes it to the place-name of Gee in 
Cheshire orto Jay in Shropshire, but to my mind this derivation is doubtful 
for the Leicestershire name. The earliest certain reference to the name in its 
present form appears to be that in the Leicester borough records wherein a 
rental of the Corpus Christi Guild dated 1494-5 mentions "Robert Jee" 
as holding one messuage of the guild for which he paid a rent of five 
shillings. An undated subsidy roll ( attributed by Miss Mary Bateson to 
the year 1497 probably) mentions "the heirs of Thomas Gees" as holding 
property in the south and west quarters of the town and "the heires of 
Gees'' with property in the north quarter-probably the same man, lately 
dead. 

There can be little doubt that the Leicester name of Gee was originally 
Joye. There is plenty of circumstantial evidence for this statement, but 
what clinches the matter is that in an earlier rental of the chantry of 
Corpus Christi, dated 30 September, 1458, we discover that "Thomas 
Joe" paid five shillings for a tenement rented from the guild "on the 
corner of Gentyl lane" in the Sheep Market. This is clearly the same 
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tenement as "Robert Jee" held for an annual rent of five shillings in 
r494-g5. "Thomas Joe" is usually referred to in the borough records as 
Thomas Joye. He is mentioned in the borough records in r459 and he 
witnessed Wyggeston Hospital charters in 1464 and 147r. Robert Joye 
or Jee was probably his son and heir. 

The name was in process of change in the second half of the fifteenth 
century as the various forms show : -

Joe 1458 
Joye r459, r464, r47r, r492. 
Jee r494/ 5 
Gees c. r497. 

At Caldwell, a remote village up in the hills near Melton, Adam Joye was 
indifferently called Adam Tay in the early fourteenth century. He was 
there as far back as r282, when he appears as a witness to a charter now 
among the Wyggeston Hospital records. 

Having thus established the original form of the name, which has 
nothing to do with Cheshire or Shropshire place-names, we find that the 
family is a very old one in Leicester and in the county. John Joy, mercer, 
occurs in the Leicester borough records batween r327 and r357, probably 
the ancestor of Thomas Joye of a hundred years later. It would not be diffi
cult to establish a link between these two men from the borough records. 
But the name goes even further back than that : one of the very earliest 
borough records, the charter of Robert Bossu, second earl of Leicester, 
confirming the customs of the borough sometime between rr59 and rr62, 
was witnessed by John de Joi. Joi is pretty certainly a French place
name, like that of Matthew de Vilers whose name follows that of John de 
Joi in the charter. Though we cannot fill the gap between this John de 
Joi of rr59-62 and John Joye of r327-a gap of some five or six gener
ations-there can be little doubt that here we have the forefathers of all 
the Midland family whose name to-day is Gee, Jeyes, or Jay. 

The name Joye occurs in the thirteenth century (Hundred Rolls) in 
Cambridgeshire, Buckinghamshire, Norfolk, Huntingdonshire, and Ox
fordshire, and according to Guppy the surname Gee to-day is most 
numerous in the first two of these counties, if anyfurtherproofwereneeded 
of the origin of this ancient name. 

I believe I am right in saying that the well-known Leicester family 
of Gee to-day came down from Yorkshire-the Hull district-sometime 
about the middle of the nineteenth century. It is therefore highly inter
esting to discover from the Elizabethan state papers (State Papers 
Domestic, Elizabeth, r595-97, p. 49) that William Gee, "native of 
Leicestershire," migrated to Hull fifty years earlier, i.e. round about 
r545-50. Thus the Gees of Leicester have merely returned to their old 
home after a space of four hundred years. 

Forryan is another name peculiar to Leicestershire, and like many 
highly local names its meaning is obscure. Guppy, in his Homes of 
Family Names, says that it may be an altered form of Frewen, an old 
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and distinguished family of Leicestershire and Sussex, but this is highly 
unlikely. Although we cannot trace the name in Leicestershire back 
beyond the poll tax return of 1377, back to William Forion of Shenton, 
about three miles south-west of Market Bosworth, the changes of the 
name during the subsequent three or four hundred years throw some 
light on its origin. It seems to be a variant of Fearon, and Farren, 
from the old French feron, a smith, and with the aid of this clue we open 
up a long vista of this family's history in the medieval Leicestershire 
village. But before we go into that, let us just take the more recent 
history of the name, since the sixteenth century. 

Four hundred years ago, the Forryans were localised in two places 
on the western side of the county-at Coton in Market Bosworth, and at 
Burbage, seven miles south-south-east. Although the will of William 
Foreann of Coton (1546) provides the earliest dated reference, the 
Burbage branch are probably just as old, as we find them well settled 
there in 1551, in which year they appear as owners of a sixty-acre 
farm in the village. They remained at Burbage as freeholders during the 
sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and in the latter century at 
Sketchley also, a neighbouring hamlet; and there are still Forryans in 
Burbage to-day. In the early seventeenth century branches of the family 
spread to Markfield and Congerstone, where the name changed gradually 
to Farren by the eighteenth century and so also at Coton, where we hear 
of Thomas Farren in 1691. At Burbage the name remained in its original 
form of Forryan throughout these centuries, except for a very occasional 
variant as Farren, and it is this change of spelling that furnishes the clue 
to the origin of the name. 

Farren is more clearly recognisable as a variant form of Fearon, 
which in turn is obviously from the Old French feron, but why the Leices
tershire form of the name should have acquired the added syllable-Forion 
and Forryon in its earliest form-I cannot say. 

The name does not appear in the 1377 poll tax returns for Coton, or 
Burbage, nor in any of the surrounding villages except at Shenton, two 
miles from Coton and six from Burbage. Here we find "William Forion 
and wife" listed, in all probability the ancestors of the family in Leicester
shire, now fairly widely spread in the county. A branch settled at Wigston 
Magna in the early years of the last century-about the early 182o's-as 
butchers, and still remain there in the same trade. There cannot be many 
old family businesses left in the county which are even a hundred and 
twenty years old. 

The Wardens were butchers at Gilmorton from the early seventeenth 
century until recently, but they are, I believe, gone now, and the Measures 
were carpenters there for generation after generation from before 1774. 
Laundons have been saddlers at Wigston Magna for over a hundred years, 
but the business finished in 1940, and a few doors away the Snowdens had 
been hosiery needle-makers since 1818. They, too, have shut their doors. 
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There is, however, one good old business still surviving. In the 
village with the delightful name of Barton-in-the-Beans, between two and 
three miles north of Market Bosworth, Samuel Deacon set up his clock
making business about the year 1771. He started work as a farm-hand 
but became apprenticed to clockmaking in 176! and ten years later set up 
in business on his own account. Mr. T. W. Deacon still carries on the 
making of clocks in the same village, after 175 years. The family appear 
to have been settled in these parts for several centuries, for one Robert 
Dekyn of Shackerstone left a will dated 1519, and Shackerstone is only 
just across the fields from Barton, about a mile and a half away. 

I mentioned some way back that, among the numerous Leicestershire 
families who are ultimately of Scandinavian descent, the Nutts were a 
clear example. They go back finally to one Cnut, a Danish personal 
name which has become Anglicised as Canute in the history books, and 
the early forms of the name reveal this origin. The earliest record of the 
family that I have so far found is at Keyham, a few miles east of Leicester, 
where in 1252 William Knot bought a small farm ( one toft and a virgate of 
land) for one silver mark. Seventy-five years later, Ralph Knot headed 
the tax Jist of Keyham (1327) and Roger Cnott appears in the poll tax 
return for the village fifty years after that (1377). Then comes the twi
light of the fifteenth century, and when light dawns again in the record 
of 1524 the family had gone from the village. I am inclined to think. 
indeed, that the long depression in town and countryside that persisted 
almost unrelieved throughout the first three quarters of the fifteenth 
century, particularly the decline of farming, must have led to a very 
considerable movement of village families in these generations. That is 
why, perhaps, when one compares the names in the poll tax returns for 
1377 and 1381 with those in the 1524 or 1525 subsidy li,,;t for the same 
village, only one family in ten on an average remained rooted throughout 
these five generations. 

At any rate the Knots disappear from Keyham, and they next appear 
some distance away. The earliest will of the family which has survived 
at the Leicester Registry is that of John Nutt of Sheepy, in the far west 
of the county, proved in 1521, and the Leicester borough records (vol. II, 
p. 258) mention a John Nutte of Congerstone in 1452. Congerstone is 
only three or four miles north-east of Sheepy, so that there is almost cer
tainly a link between these two references. Another John Nutt of Sheepy 
left a will proved in 1558, and a mile or two away John Nutte of Ratcliffe 
Guley died in r570 (or rather, his will was proved then). In 1592 we 
find the will of Valentine Nutt of Carlton, again within a mile or two of 
Congerstone, and here the family continue on into the middle of tlie 
eighteenth century at least. 

The second earliest Knott will in the Leicester registry is that of Ralph 
Knott of Long Clawson (1549), and there are numerous seventeenth and 
eighteenth-century Knott wills from the same village. 

Another stronghold of the family was Skeffington, about five miles 
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from Keyham, though whether the two families were related to each other 
in the fourteenth century we have no means of knowing. There may 
well have been more than one ancestral Cnut, just as there was more 
than one Orm, or Grim, or Lewin; on the other hand, the villages are 
close enough together for a younger son to have migrated from Keyham 
where they were free tenants-peasant freeholders. In 1327 Thomas Note 
was assessed to pay a tax of one shilling at Skeffington; in 1377 the poll tax 
fell on "Thomas Note and wife"; in 1524 there was still a Thomas Nutt 
in the village, and three others of the family-one of them the most highly 
assessed man in the place; and they were still there when the hearth tax 
of 1666 was levied. Throughout the sixteenth and greater part of the 
seventeenth century they were prosperous yeoman farmers with land of 
their own as befitted their ancestry in pre-Conquest times, but how long 
they continued at Skeffington after 1666 I do not know. They first appear 
in Leicester, so far as I can discover, in Elizabethan times, the name 
occurring in a rental of 1595 (Leicester Borough Records, III, 309). A 
final reference to this ancient family goes back to Henry III's reign; in 
the summer of 1271 William Knott witnessed a Caldwell ( or Chadwell, 
near Melton) charter, at Rothley. Whether he lived at Caldwell or 
Rothley we do not know, but probably the former. 

One could go on endlessly with these old yeoman families and all 
their ramifications in Leicestershire : and then there are all the charming 
names one continually comes across in the medieval records that have 
died out for good-women's names like Plesance, who lived at Peatling 
Parva in king John's time, and Scholastica; and on a more humble level 
Amiee Hardwerk of Quenby, and William Drynkemylke of Hinckley (a 
medieval pioneer, no doubt, who suffered the pleasantries of his fellow
men with patience); William Segull of Illston, Walter Goldfinch (at Thed
dingworth in 1221), and William Payforall. One wonders what wealth of 
experience lies behind that last name, and what sort of man bore such a 
resounding name as Threston Thunderforth, who lived at Newton Har
court in the time of king Henry the eighth. 

But it is time to sum up, so far as we can, this somewhat rambling 
discussion of a very large subject. Yeoman pedigrees can be traced back 
in Leicestershire to a more distant past than in most parts of England, 
partly because it was a county consisting to a high degree of small peasant 
freeholders with deep roots in their ancestral lands; and partly because the 
medieval records are much more readily available in Leicestershire, thanks 
to the monumental work of Mr. George Farnham, and to a lesser extent 
to Nichols' History, one of the greatest of the old county histories but to be 
used with care. 

Apart from the solid core of yeoman families, however, more often 
than not of Scandinavian descent, who remained in their ancestral villages 
century after century, steadily thickening their roots and spreading their 
branches over more and more fields and farms, the majority of the rural 
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population moved fairly freely from place to place from the thirteenth 
century onwards, if not earlier. Yet even so, they did not move far, 
perhaps as far as Leicester, but more often only a parish or two away so 
that one soon picks them up again after a temporary disappearance. Their 
names remain rooted in the same small district, within a radius of half a 
dozen miles or less, and so they too go on generation after generation in 
the same piece of countryside where they had their homes and their work. 

Not until the nineteenth century is there any real break with the past: 
the wholesale migration to the towns (especially to Leicester, the central 
point of the whole county), to the new homes in dull, brick-built streets, 
the new kind of work, no longer in the home or in the fields but in the 
factory, the new way of living. Work and home were separated, and 
home was no longer the house and the village where one belonged with all 
one's ancestors but a nondescript little house in a large amorphous town; 
all knowledge of the past was gradually forgotten and lost, and the long 
continuity of life was irretrievably shattered for the great majority of 
English people who now know nothing of the fathers that begat them in 
past centuries. 


