
INTRODUCTION 

THIS collection of five essays on Leicestershire agrarian history 
represents the Transactions of the Leicestershire Archaeological 
Society for the year 1948. The Society willingly concurred with a 
suggestion of mine that from time to time it should publish its 
annual volume of Transactions in the form of a number of papers 
all bearing upon the same general subject. It was felt that members 
of the Society would welcome such a volume of papers on related 
subjects as a specific contribution to the history of the county; and 
also that such a book might find a small but kindly reception in the 
world outside, as a contribution to English history, the re-writing 
of which is coming to depend more and more upon detailed regional 
studies such as this. 

This volume of studies in the agrarian history of the county 
is therefore the first of what is hoped will become a series. We hope 
the next volume of this kind will be a collection of papers on the 
archaeology and early history of the county, which badly needs 
complete revision and re-writing. Later, it may prove possible 
to publish a second volume of essays in the field of agrarian history. 

It should be made clear immediately that this book does not 
set out to be a complete agrarian history of Leicestershire. There 
is far too much work still to be done in this field to dream of producing 
such a definitive history yet. It consists only of five studies of 
various aspects of that large subject. 

Mr. R. H. Hilton, in the first essay, discusses the relationship 
between lord and peasants · on one manor-Kibworth Harcourt
in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, based upon the mass of 
Merton College records dealing with this piece of their original 
endowment; a paper which is particularly interesting, also, for the 
light it throws on the incessant and complex dealings in land 
practised by the medieval peasant, especially by the free peasant 
who was so prominent an element in the economic and social structure 
of Leicestershire in these centuries. Mr. Hilton brings out clearly, 
too, 'the actual variety of village life' in these centuries, a variety 
wholly 'concealed by the rigid categories of the manorial formulary'. 

With the next paper-Dr. L. A. Parker on The Agrarian 
Revolution at Cotesbach, 1501-16!2-we move on to the sixteenth 
century. Here we have a detailed study of another manor, in the 
extreme south of the county. Dr. Parker also is concerned with 
tracing the relationship between the lord of the manor and his 
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tenants, with a view to the lord's getting the maximum possible 
return out of his estate. Fundamentally, the problem at Cotesbach 
in the sixteenth century is the same as at Kibworth Harcourt in the 
thirteenth and fourteenth, but the solution, and the methods ot 
reaching it, are different. Dr. Parker traces, step by step, the pro
cess by which the traditional open-field husbandry of a Midland village 
was extinguished in order to produce a full-blown enclosed economy 
based upon pastoral farn1ing, the whole process taking more than a 
hundred years to accomplish. The student of Tudor economic 
history will find much of value in this account and one could dilate 
here upon many points. One observation alone must suffice: that 
although the village was the subject of a considerable enclosure in 
the first years of the sixteenth century, and hence of a lengthy 
reference in the so-called Domesday of Jnclosures, there was never
theless 'remarkably little change in the agrarian society of Cotesbach 
until the end of the Tudor period', for reasons which Dr. Parker 
makes clear. His paper is especially useful, perhaps, in demonstra
ting how extremely tenacious the traditional husbandry, and the 
society based upon it, could be in the face of determined attempts 
to put an end to it. 

Mr. Beresford's paper, on Glebe Terriers and Open-Field 
Leicestershi"re, is chiefly concerned with the seventeenth century, 
another century about which we know too little. He shows the 
great value of another class of local record-hitherto hardly touched 
by the economic historian-the mass of glebe terriers to be found 
among diocesan records all over England. So far as open-field 
England is concerned, these records are, as Mr. Beresford shows, 
indispensable to at least the preliminary study of seventeenth
century enclosure. For the anciently enclosed half of England they 
are less valuable: they are probably of value here only for their 
local topographical interest. Mr. Beresford has also made a tenta
tive list of pre-Parliamentary enclosure in Leicestershire, parish by 
parish, which gathers together a great body of information (much 
still in manuscript), scattered over various obscure places, and 
thereby performs a great service to the economic historian. 

At this point in the volume we had hoped to publish Mr. W. E. 
Tate's hand-list of Parliamentary Enclosure Acts and Awards, 
covering the entire period (1730 to 1844) during which enclosure 
took this form. It was with the greatest reluctance that we decided 
to forgo this list (together with all its valuable notes), which would 
have done for Leicestershire what Mr. Tate has done so well for a 
score of other open-field counties. But the recent appointment of 
Dr. C. H. Thompson as the first County Archivist, with the con-
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sequent discovery of new awards and maps in various places (and 
the possibility of discovering more) left us no choice but to await 
the preparation of a new list, incorporating all those acts, awards, 
and maps which have lain hitherto unknown to the world at large in 
parish chests. It is hoped that in due course a complete list of all 
the known enclosure acts, awards, maps, and minute books, pre
pared by Dr. Thompson and Mr. Tate in collaboration, will be 
published in the Transactions of the Society. 

My own paper on The Leicestershire Crop Returns of I8oI is 
based upon a class of records in the Public Record Office which does 
not appear to be generally known. There is little comment I need 
make on this paper beyond saying that it presents a more accurate 
and detailed account of arable farming in Leicestershire than one 
can get from the contemporary reports of the surveyors to the new 
Board of Agriculture, so far as the purely statistical side is concerned. 
The paper also throws some light on the effect of parliamentary 
enclosure upon the utilisation of the land, bringing out the whole
sale conversion of arable to permanent pasture as an immediate 
result. 

In the fifth and last paper, Four Centuries of Leicestershire 
Farming, Mr. G. E. Fussell gives a very readable account, based 
upon printed sources throughout, of the chief aspects of, and changes 
in, Leicestershire farming between the early sixteenth century and 
I9I4, Apart from its value as a consecutive account of farming in 
one county over a long period, and in bringing together a good deal 
of the older printed material, on which Mr. Fussell is an authority, 
his account is also useful in so far as it reveals where the most 
notable gaps in our knowledge at present lie. 

It should be said at this point, perhaps, that Mr. Fussell had 
not access to Mr. Beresford's conclusions about seventeenth-century 
enclosure when he was writing; and I have made no attempt, in 
editing this volume, to. relate the two essays to each other on this 
subject or indeed to correlate any of the essays. I have left each 
author to speak for himself. The time for attempting a synthesis is 
not yet. 

I may conclude this short introduction· by indicating some of 
the larger gaps in our knowledge of Leicestershire agrarian history, 
as they appear to me. Leicestershire is a small piece of England 
(hardly more than half a million acres), but its position in the centre 
of the open-field half of England, and its prominence in the enclosure 
controversies of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, together 
make it a fruitful source of detailed study, on which one might base 
some tentative conclusions about the open-field system as a whole. 
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My own conviction is that this system has been unwarrantably 
derided and under-estimated (largely perhaps because of the un
historical views of Arthur Young which have coloured all later 
writing on the subject) and that the more we discover about its actual 
method of working, and about the kind of society it gave rise to, 
the more effective does it seem to have been. 

I am not competent to discuss the field of research in medieval 
economic history, beyond suggesting that we still await a good study 
of the practical side of medieval farming in an open-field county. 
One wants also, in Leicestershire as elsewhere, a detailed study of 
the agrarian history of the fifteenth century-a noticeable omission 
from this volume-for which a great body of unused material exists. 
The enclosure movement in Leicestershire begins well back in the 
fifteenth century; and the century isimportant also as the formative 
period for the class of capitalist peasants who emerge as the yeomen 
of early Tudor times. We want to know a good deal more about 
the growth of this class in the obscure generations of the fifteenth 
century, connected as it was with important population changes 
that call for separate study. 

In the sixteenth century, two large gaps have been filled recently. 
Dr. Parker's thesis on the enclosure movement in Leicestershire 
during the Tudor period adequately covers that important question; 
and my study of Leicestershire farming in the same period gives the 
other side of the picture-the working of the mixed farming economy 
of the open fields, which still covered about nine acres out of every 
ten even when the noise and heat of the Tudor enclosures had died 
away. But there are other problems still awaiting enquiry: the 
disposal of the monastic lands in Leicestershire awaits the research 
worker (as it does in nearly every other county), and so, too, does 
the growth and extension of the land-market in general, especially 
in the period I570-I640. The thousands of Leicestershire fines in 
the Public Record Office will be the indispensable basis of this 
particular enquiry. 

The seventeenth century is even less well known. In Leicestershire 
it is perhaps the most critical century of all, for it saw the swing-over 
from predominantly open-field mixed farming to more or less large 
scale grazing in enclosed pastures. I hope to fill this gap myself one day 
from a study of the wills and inventories of the period, following up 
the similar account for the sixteenth century published a few years 
ago. Inseparably connected with this is an investigation of the 
enclosure movement of the seventeenth century, which was much 
more widespread in Leicestershire than that of the sixteenth, for 
all the noise created by the latter. The figures we have at present 
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suggest that as much as thirty to forty per cent. of the county was 
enclosed in the course of the seventeenth century and that the real 
agrarian revolution had been accomplished in Leicestershire by 
about 1700. Here Mr. Beresford and Dr. Parker between them 
have cleared the path for someone to begin systematic work on the 
problem. And so far as the ownership of land is concerned, there 
are many interesting problems to explore, such as whether or not 
there was any substantial transference of lands in the period 1642-60 
as a result of the civil wars, or what effect the collapse of the South 
Sea Bubble in 1720 had upon landowners and their estates. It is 
said to have caused a greater transference of lands than anything 
since the dissolution of the monastic houses, but one would like to 
see some detailed studies on this theme. 

The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries have their own variety 
of problems to offer. There is the well-worn controversy about the 
effect of the parliamentary enclosures on the peasantry as a class, 
and upon peasant society as a whole, on which the last word is far 
from having been written. In another field altogether, one would 
like to see a good study of the work of Robert Bakewell of Disliley, 
especially in relation to his contemporaries and neighbours like 
Thomas Paget of Ibstock, whose work is much less well known but 
was of almost equal interest and importance. 

We have hardly scratched the surface of the field of agrarian 
history, even in this one small county of Leicestershire. But this, 
indeed, is true of the whole realm of English economic history : the 
great holes in the cloth are larger, taken together, than the amount 
of cloth itself, and until we fill many more of them we cannot clearly 
perceive the pattern of economic development even in one region. 

W. G. HOSKINS 

J anua:ry, 1949 




