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The origin of the pleasant old town of Market Harborough 
presents an interesting problem in local topography and history, 
for unlike the vast majority of Leicestershire towns, villages and 
hamlets it does not appear in Domesday Book. A few other places 
which exist today similarly fail to appear, but in some of these 
instances we know that the village was in fact already in existence. 

Bringhurst is a case in point. Situated on its isolated hill a few 
miles down the Welland valley from Harborough, Bringhurst was 
one of the first settlements mad'e in Leicestershire by the Anglo
Saxon invaders. It was the hyrst or (wooded) hillock of Bryni's 
people (Bryninga hyrst), an early place-name of the same type as 
Rockingham and Cottingham just across the valley, on the North
amptonshire side. All three sites were probably occupied late in the 
fifth century or early in the sixth. About the year 700 Bringhurst 
was given to Medeshamstede (refounded later as Peterborough) 
abbey by Ethelred, King of Mercia (674-704), and a confirmatory 
charter of Edward the Confessor speaks of '' the church of Bring
hurst " also.1 Yet in 1086, when Domesday Book was compiled, 
Bringhurst is not mentioned and it next appears in written records 
as late as n88. Had one not known its earlier history from other 
sources, one might have set this little hill-top village down as a 
twelfth-century settlement from an older village in the neighbour
hood. In fact Bringhurst is the mother-village of Great Easton, 
Prestgrave (now vanished) and Drayton, in the lowland at its feet, 
But already, by the eleventh century, the d'aughter village of Great 
Easton (i.e. " the eastern tun " in relation to Bringhurst), in a 
sheltered hollow a mile away, had out-grown the older site on its 
ancient summit; and in 1086 Bringhurst is undoubtedly silently 
included in the small soke of Great Easton, which belonged to Peter
borough abbey. This soke included Easton, Bringhurst, Prestgrave 
and Drayton, probably an original Old English estate occupying 
the extreme south-eastern tip of the county, together with Glaston 
in the adjacent county of Rutland, about six miles north-east of 
Bringhurst. Whether Glaston had any original connection with 
Bringhurst, dating from the early days of the Old' English settle
ment, we do not know. 

lNichols, History of Leicestershire, iv, 521. 
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The silence of Domesday Book is therefore by no means con
clusive evidence that a particular village or hamlet did not exist 
in the late eleventh century, and every instance of this kind must 
be considered in the light of the local circumstances. Bringhurst 
was already an ancient and a declining village at the time of the 
Norman Conquest. 

With Market Harborough, to return up the valley, it is other
wise. There is no particle of evidence for its existence before the 
latter half of Henry II's reign: it is almost certainly an example of 
a town, created deliberately out of the royal demesne under the 
patronage of the king, which grew into a flourishing trading com
munity from the start by reason of the natural advantages of its 
site. In ro86 it was merely an outlying part of the fields ,of the 
royal manor of Great Bowden-haefera beorg, " the hill where oats 
grew." This hill is probably to be identified as the hill which rises 
conspicuously today from the banks of the Market Harborough 
branch of the Grand Union canal, about a mile west of Great 
Bowden and a mile north of the present town. 

Great Bowden was the parent village in this piece of country 
and, like Bringhurst (until it was given away to an abbey), was 
a royal manor. It occupies the rising ground back from the Welland 
-Bucge's dun or hill, in ro86, Buege being a woman's name. If 
we look upon Great Bowden as an older site than Harborough, as it 
undoubtedly is, the alignment of the roads in and around it becomes 
interesting. It is clear, for example, that an early way from 
Leicester to the Welland at Great Bowden, perhaps the earliest 
way before the present Harborough road had been developed as 
a through-route, was down the Roman Road (known as the Gartree 
road) as far as a point just north of the little village of Stonton 
Wyville. Here a disused track leaves the Gartree road and runs 
directly south to Great Bowden through Stonton Wyville, over a 
shoulder of Langton Caudle into Thorpe Langton, and so into 
Bowden. Parts of this road have now fallen entirely out of use, 
probably since the creation of Market Harborough in the twelfth 
century diverted the line of the through-road to Leicester by way 
of Kibworth and Glen. It seems probable also that the ridge-road 
from Oundle and Rockingham which now comes into Market Har
borough (the present main road from Harborough to Oundle) 
crossed the Welland by Great Bowden bridge originally and ran 
directly into Great Bowden without making what is seen from the 
one-inch map to be a long detour to reach Harborough. This detour 
also must have been developed when Harborough was created as a 
market-town before the year I200. 
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It is possible that this road from Rockingham to Great Bowden 
passed through the latter village and provided an alternative route 
to the important economic and political centre of Leicester in the 
twelfth century. It appears to run straight through Bowden towards 
Foxton and Gumley (though the making of the Grand Union canal 
at the end of the eighteenth century has probably diverted its course 
a little near Gumley) and to continue down a deeply sunken track
way through Saddington, Fleckney and Wigston into Leicester. 
The sunken road which runs down the steep northern face of the 
Gumley hills is obviously an ancient route, almost certainly of pre
Conquest date. 2 It is significant that a great council was assembled 
at Gumley in 749 and that in 849 another council met at glenne, 
which I identify as Wistow rather than the present village of Great 
Glen, a mile or two away. (The Sence was then called the Glen 
and any place on its banks could have been called glenne . There 
are, however, other and weightier reasons for believing Wistow to 
be the scene of the assembly of 849.) Both Gumley and Wistow 
lie on or beside this route from Bowden to Leicester, which would 
suggest its pre-Conquest date as a through-route, even in the absence 
of other considerations. 

Finally, so far as early through-roads are concerned, the original 
road from Leicester to Northampton ( other than the Welford road 
to Northampton, which is discussed by Mr. Percy Russell in his 
admirable book A Leicestershire Road) probably ran southwards out 
of Great Bowden to cross the river Welland at or very near the 
present Harborough bridge. This bridge was certainly in existence 
in 1228, when it is referred to in the Close Rolls. Whether it came 
into existence after Harborough had been created as a town or 
whether it preceded the town in time cannot be known beyond 
doubt. But it is clear from the map that the crossing of the Welland 
in pre-Conquest times must have been within a few yards of the 
spot where Harborough bridge later grew: it may well have been 
where Little Bowden bridge is today : and the road to Northampton 
ran on from there almost due south. 

It is in this topographical setting that the town of Market 
Harborough was destined to make its sudden appearance. An entry 
on the Pipe Roll for rr76-7 is the first recorded reference to the 
name: the sheriff renders account of 8½ marks as an aid from Great 
Bowden and a further 7 marks as an aid from Hauerberga . In the 
same roll we read of" the mill of Hauerberga." 3 

20ne of the three open fields of Gumley, that to the north-west of the vil
lage, traversed by this road, was known as Holdgate, probably mean
ing " the old road." 

3Pipe Roll Society, xxvi, 35. 
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This sudden appearance in the records as a sizeable place-for 
it will be noticed that Harborough's contribution to the aid is nearly 
as great as that of Bowden, which was a large and populous place 
even in Domesday-strongly suggests that the town had originated 
as a deliberate creation a few years earlier, not growing slowly as 
most English towns have done over a long period of time but spring
ing to life vigorously and almost full-blown. A number of burgage 
tenures must have been created, on which men, mostly drawn in the 
first place from Great Bowd·en no doubt, were encouraged to settle. 
The lay-out of the town may have been planned from the start as 
two lines of small houses standing on their long strips, on either 
side of the broad space that was shortly to become the market-place. 
We known that the town of St. Albans was deliberately created in 
this way about the middle of the tenth century by Abbot Wulsin 
of St. Alban's monastery, who supplied not only the land on which 
to build but also the timber and other materials for the houses. It 
seems almost certain that Harborough was artificially created in 
this way, 'probably about n60-70, in view of its sudden appearance 
in II76-7 as a substantial community paying almost as much to the 
aid as the mother-village was called upon to do. The town of Wat
ford, in Hertfordshire, similarly springs into existence as a market
town in the reign of Henry II without any earlier reference. The 
twelfth century is perhaps the most formative century of all for 
English towns as a whole. 

Suc_h market-towns tend to follow a characteristic pattern. 
They have a long V~shaped main street, with the church, the 
market-hall and other important buildings at the wide end of the 
street; and the market is held in the great space between the houses 
on either side. The houses themselves have narrow frontages on 
the street, but run back behind to a great depth, each on a narrow 
plot of land which bears obvious marks of its origin in the open 
fields of an agricultural community. Market Harborough is very 
much of this type. That, too, is why the great church of St. 
Dionysius, which stands at the bottom end of the wide main street, 
has no churchyard, but springs grandly up from the market-place 
without any intervening greensward. The manner in which the 
town was first planned and afterwards grew left no room for a 
churchyard, such as one finds in villages which have grown slowly 
and naturally in a virgin landscape. It reflects too the fact that the 
church, large and' imposing as it now is, originated merely as a 
dependent chapel of the mother-church at Great Bowden, with no 
right of burial. The men of Harborough were carried back to 
Bowden, to the rock whence they were hewn, when the time came to 
die. 
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There are two traditions about the origin of the town which 
may well throw a little further light on the subject. One tradition 
had it that the town took its rise from a single roadside inn, cele
brated for its excellent oats; the other, that " the town was built 
by the Ead of Chester who resided at Leicester Castle, for the 
convenience of a lodging for himself and his retinue, in his passage 
to and' from London." 

Although White, in his Gazetteer and Directory of Leicester
shire and Rutland, rejects these traditions out of hand and claims a 
Roman origin for the town-a claim which in tum need not be 
seriously considered, despite the undoubted Roman remains that 
have been unearthed there-there may in fact be some substance in 
each of these accounts. The first tradition certainly hits one nail on 
the head in associating the town with oats, for that, as we have seen, 
is part of the meaning of its name; and since the hill, on whose south
ern slope the town grew up, was noted' for the excellence of its oats 
there may well have been an inn near the river-crossing, which sold 
the local grain to travellers along the main road to Northampton. 

As for the second tradition, which supplements the first rather 
than contradicts it, we need not drag in the Earl of Chester. Robert 
le Bossu, the first to be styled Earl of Leicester, who succeeded his 
father in rn8 and ruled his earldom for fifty years, had in his youth 
been closely associated with the rnyal household. He had' been 
present at the death of Henry I in n35, and had later given his 
powerful support in the Midlands to Henry II in the struggle with 
Stephen. On Henry's accession in n54, Robert became Justiciar 
of England and on two occasions was left in vice-regal charge of 
the kingdom. As a friend and supporter of the king, who was lord 
of the manor of Great Bowden, travelling constantly between Leices
ter Castle and London on official business, it would be natural for 
the Earl to halt for the night at a point where the main road crossed 
the river Welland, exactly half-way between the towns of Leicester 
and Northampton. The fifteen-mile journey from Leicester to 
Harborough, and the equal journey from Harborough on to North
ampton, would each have constituted an average day's travel for a 
medieval retinue. Though medieval travellers could, if pressed, 
average thirty miles or more in a day, a more usual journey for one 
day was about twenty miles. With a large following, such as the 
Earl of Leicester would have had, the normal rate of progress was 
probably slower still-perhaps fifteen miles a day. It may well thus 
have happened that the Earl was accustomed to palt at this half-way 
inn on his journeys to and fro between Leicester and Northampton. 
That this is not just plausible guesswork may be shown from the 
journey made by Edward I in the winter of the year 1300. 
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He left Leicester on the morning of 13 December, travelling 
towards Northampton by the alternative route through Wel
ford, stopped the night at Mowsley, and reached Northampton 
at the end of the second day. It is probable that the thirty or 
thirty-two mile journey between Leicester and Northampton was 
normally reckoned to take two days with a large party. 

It seems pretty certain that the town of Harborough originated 
as a half-way house between the important medieval towns of North
ampton and Leicester soon after the middle of the twelfth century, 
in the great period of reconstruction and expansion which followed 
the devastation of Stephen's reign in the Midlands. One sees this 
physical reconstruction, too, in the parish churches of the Midlands, 
where a great deal of work of the second half of the twelfth century 
survives. 

It is possible also to suggest that Harborough was founded 
under the inspiration of the powerful Earl of Leicester and' the 
patronage of the king, perhaps by some arrangement between them 
of which we now have no knowledge, since the foundation charter of 
the town does not survive. 

However this may be, the little town flourished from the first 
and soon began to attract merchants and traders . It was already 
styled a separate manor as early as rr79-80, though it never had 
any fields ,of its own. The men of Harborough had their holdings 
and their rights of common in the field's of Great Bowden and no
where else. The right to hold a market quickly followed . Again, 
there is no specific record of the granting of this right. The first 
reference to the market appears in the Pipe Rolls as early as the 
year 1203 when the township (villata) of Harborough paid three 
marks into the exchequer for the right of holding a market. 4 It 
seems most probable that this payment represents the purchase-price 
to the Crown for the original grant, made in that year. 

In 1219 we hear of a market '' held' and accustomed to be 
held" there every Monday. It was reported that Rothwell, seven 
miles away on the Northamptonshire side of the border, also had' a 
weekly market on Mondays, to the great damage of the Harborough 
market, and the sheriff of Northamptonshire was ordered to change 
the day of Rothwell market. Two years went by, however, and 
then the king authorised the day for holding the market at " our 
manor of Hauerberg ,,.. to be changed from Monday to Tuesday, on 
which day it has been held ever since. Evidently the inhabitants 
of Rothwell had commanded greater support in London over this 
dispute and eventually had their own way and day. 

4Pipe Roll Society, xvi (N.S.), 34. 
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The thirteenth century was a time of economic expansion 
generally in England, and particularly so perhaps in the East Mid
lands, where the numerous magnificent churches of this period bear 
witness to the prosperity of towns and villages alike. Bowden and 
Harborough certainly grew fast. In IZI8 and again in I247 the two 
manors are valued at £I7 : IO : o per annum, but when in I253 
" the men of Budon and Haverberg " had the farm of their manors 
they paid £40 a year for the privilege. 5 In I336 the two manors 
were said to be worth £42 : I3 : 4 per annum. 

Soon, too, the town had grown sufficiently to need its own 
church. This is first mentioned in the episcopate of Henry Lexing
ton (I254-58) as " the chapel of Haverberg," dependent on the 
mother-church of Great Bowden but having a resident chaplain of 
its own. The dedication of the church also gives us a clue to its 
foundation, for St. Dionysius had been a special object of study by 
Bishop Grosseteste (I235-54) in whose episcopate the building had 
undoubtedly begun. 

The population of Harborough was recruited very largely in 
its formative years from the free peasantry of the surrounding vil
lages of both Leicestershire and Northamptonshire, just as Leicester 
itself was drawing steadily on the villages for twenty miles around 
in the same period. The East Midlands, especially north of Watling 
Street, contained a high proportion of free peasants who could 
move about as they wished, and since the ancestral farm could 
only go to the eldest son (with modest provision, if any, for the 
others) there was a considerable movement from the villages into 
the towns at all times from the beginning of records . The names on 
the Merchant Guild Roll of Leicester, which begins in n96, bring 
this out very clearly7 and' the I327 subsidy list for Harborough, 
short though it is, tells us that some of its most well-to-do merchants 
were men who had come in from villages round about-Stanton, 
Corby, Theddingworth, Cotes, Oxendon and Ranby all occur as 
surnames in this assessment;8 and from other records one could 
find many other villages represented. The existence of this con
siderable populati<m of free peasants in the East Midlands, for many 
of whom there could' be little prospect of a good living in the ances
tral village, was a great source of strength in labour, brains and 
capital to the growing towns of the late twelfth and the thirteenth 
centuries. One sees it all over the Midlands, and doubtless one could 

5Famham, Leicestershire Medieval Village Notes, vi, 220-1. 
6Stocks and Bragg, Market Harborough Parish Records to A .D.1530, 

31-2. 
7See Hartopp, Register of the Freemen of L eicester, 1196-1770, passim. 
8Stocks and Bragg, op . cit ., 44. 
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find it as readily anywhere else in England; but in the Midlands the 
conditions were peculiarly favourable to the expansion of the towns 
in this period. 

The foundation and rapid rise of Market Harborough brought 
about changes in the mad-system of the district which one can 
piece together from the Ordnance map. Great Bowden, though 
still a large and important agricultural village, tended to be left on 
one side by merchants and travellers, and Harborough became the 
new focus of the roads of the neighbourhood. Thus the Oundle and 
Rockingham road, which had formerly crossed the Welland straight 
into Bowden, was now diverted at right angles in order to enter the 
new town a mile or so upstream. But more important than that, 
the present main road from Leicester to Market Harborough, 
Northampton and London was developed for the first time as a 
through-route. Until the late twelfth century or early thirteenth, 
the most direct route from London to Northampton and Leicester 
had been through Welford and Husbands Bosworth, about seven 
miles further west, which avoided any large river crossing, and this 
road continued until the fourteenth century to be used by royal 
travellers. Indeed, it continued in active use into the sixteenth 
century and later, as an alternative road to London, but it is 
probably true to say that from the middle of the thirteenth century 
it was losing traffic to the Harborough road. 

If one studies the Ordnance map, one can see the probable 
sequence by which a new main road came into being in medieval 
times. Until Market Harborough was founded and had grown 
sufficiently to be taken seriously as a new focus for traders, the 
present through-route from Leicester did not exist as such. It was 
built up in the 'last years of the twelfth century or the first decades 
of the thirteenth out of a series of inter-village paths, with entirely 
new pieces here and there to fill in the gaps; precisely as the main
line railways of this country grew out of a mass of originally dis
connected pieces of railway running from one small town to another 
in the middle decades of the nineteenth century, with additional 
stretches constructed to fill in the gaps in the existing framework as 
soon as the idea of a consecutive system was conceived. 

Thus in the first half of the twelfth century and earlier, one 
travelled out of Leicester south-eastwards by a local track to Oadby; 
from Oadby one could go on by a village path to the next village 
of Glen; and from Glen one might go on to Kibworth, nine miles 
from Leicester. So far one followed closely what was to become 
the line of the main road. But just beyond Kibworth the village 
path ran away eastwards to the Langtons and the Welland crossing; 
another route ran from Kibworth to Halla ton and on to Uppingham; 
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and yet another went southwards to Gumley. There was probably 
no direct road leading on to Harborough or to the Welland crossing 
at that point, and when these inter-village paths were developed 
as a main road from Leicester to Harbor.ough about IZOO it would 
have been necessary to fill in a gap of some five miles from approxi
mately the tenth milestone onwards, in order to reach the new town 
by the Welland. 

It is conceivable that an earlier wad had existed (the present 
B.6047) crossing east Leicestershire southwards and coming down 
through Church Langton to meet the present main road between 
the twelfth and thirteenth milestones from Leicester: this road is 
followed by parish boundaries at intervals for many miles, a strong 
indication of its pre-Conquest origin. Whether it ran on into what 
is now Market Harborough or stopped short where it met the road 
from Great Bowden to Gumley is not certain. I am inclined to 
think it stopped short at that point. Hence the new stretches of 
road required to build up a through-route between Leicester and 
Harborough would have been a piece of about z½ miles from near 
the tenth milestone from Leicester, onwards to the point at which 
the Church Langton road comes in on the left; and a further stretch 
of about :i;½ miles on the last lap into the town of Harborough. The 
existing roads linking up the villages provided about eleven miles 
of the total of fifteen, and four miles were newly trodden out in two 
separate pieces to complete the sequence from Leicester to Har
borough. 

It is highly likely that this development of local paths into a 
through-road, the creation of a medieval main road, was accom
plished by IZOO or very shortly afterwards. It is no accident that in 
IZZI Walter de Beauchamp was granted a weekly market at his 
manor of Kibworth (Beauchamp), for by that date Kibworth was on 
the line of an important medieval traffic-route. It is interesting to 
note, too, that it was in this year that the king changed the day 
of Harborough market from Monday to Tuesday because of the hold
ing of Rothwell market on a Monday. Kibworth Beauchamp's 
market was licensed to be held on Mondays: possibly this was the 
result of a local arrangement whereby, though Harborough's day 
was changed from Monday, local traders on the Leicestershire side 
of the Welland did not lose their Monday market but merely had it 
transferred from Harborough to Kibworth. The founding of this 
new town of Harborough therefore had all sorts of repercussions in 
the surrounding countryside by altering the lines of local trade and 
trade-routes. 

Despite its rnpid growth, Harborough did not become at once 
the most important centre of economic life in this corner of the 
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county. The tax assessment of 1334 fixed a quota for every town, 
village and hamlet in the country, after screwing up the machinery 
so as to minimise the evasion which had reached scandalous propor
tions in the subsidies -0f 1327 and 1332; and it reflects pretty 
accurately the relative importance of the various places in every 
county of England. 9 From it we may gather a good deal of what 
was happening on which the records are otherwise silent. We 
discover among other things which towns and villages are already 
decaying by the early fourteenth century, and which are growing 
and prospering. Harborough's tax quota was fixed at £6 : 8 : o, 
but the parent village of Great Bowden was still appreciably larger 
with a quota of £7 : 13 : 4. In this connection it is interesting to 
observe that in 1254 the township of Great Bowden was assessed at 
twenty marks for tallage, and the township of Harborough at 
fifteen marks. Harbowugh's initial growth had been very fast, 
but after the middle of the thirteenth century it had slackened off, 
judging by these taxation figures. 

The south-eastern comer of Leicestershire was the richest and 
most populous of the entire county, which itself was one of the 
most densely populated parts of England in the period between the 
eleventh century and the seventeenth. The 1334 tax assessment 
shows us a number of large and flourishing villages in this part of 
the county at that date. Great Easton (with its member villages 
and hamlets) was assessed at £6 : 14 : o, and Medbourne was an 
important local centre also, paying £5 : 7 : o every time the tax 
should be demanded'. The most important centre of economic life 
in this south-eastern quadrant was the now remote and secluded 
village of Hallaton, which, with its four annual fairs (granted in 
1284 and 1304) and two weekly markets (granted in 1284), still 
surpassed Harborough in the first half of the fourteenth century. 
Hallaton's tax assessment was fixed in 1334 at £7 : 2 : o as against 
Ha.rborough's £6 : 8 : o. But Hallaton was dropping back rela
tively, nevertheless. Its beautiful church, with one of the loveliest 
Early English towers and spires in the Midlands, speaks of its 
great days in the middle and later decades of the thirteenth cen
tury: Harborough's equally fine church went up in the early 
fourteenth century, was indeed on the point of completion when 
the 1334 tax assessment was fixed. 

After 1334 the tax quotas remained relatively unchanged for 
a hundred years, though the repeated outbreaks of plague and' the 
deepening of the economic depression, which began in the later 
years of the fourteenth century, greatly changed the economic 

•Nichols (op . cit., i, pp. lxxxix-xci) prints the Leicestershire quotas for 1334. 
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circumstances of towns and villages all over the country, to such 
an extent that the assessment of r334 became quite unreal as a 
reflection of capacity to pay. In r433, therefore , the national 
assessment of £37,000 was cut by £4,000, the deduction spread 
equally about the country, and inside the different counties with 
some regard to changed circumstances; and in r446 a further £2,000 
was remitted, making £6,000 in all. 

The full yield of, the tax in Leicestershire (known as the 
" tenth and fifteenth " from the fact that it was levied on movable 
goods to the tune of one-tenth of their value in towns and one
fifteenth in the country) was £757 : I2 : ro½-1° Of this sum the 
various hundreds paid as follows: 

£ s. d. 
Guthlaxton and Sparkenhoe (reckoned 

together) 2419 3 7½ 
Framland r32 I 4 
Goscote 2r6 I 0 
Gartree r6o 6 II 

In r433 Leicestershire's total was cut by £79 : 8 : 3¼ or 
roughly ro½ per cent, the same proportion as for the country as 
a whole. Inside the county this rebate was apportioned accord
ing to local circumstances. Leicester's own assessment was 
cut from £26 : r3 : 4 to £22 : r9 : rr½ (a reduction of nearly 14 
per cent), Melton's from £r4 : o : o to £rr: 3 : 4 (almost exactly 
20 per cent); but Harborough's was reduced by only 2/8, from 
£6 : 8 : o to £6 : 5 : 4, a negligible cut.11 Dull reading though 
such tax assessments may be, especially with their medieval 
insistence on farthings and even half-farthings, they serve to tell 
us much of the relative changes in town and countryside between 
the generation of prosperity on the eve of the Black Death and 
the middle of the fifteenth century, the least explored of all the 
medieval centuries. 

The . revised assessment of r446 for Leicestershire, showing 
the original quotas for each town, village and hamlet, and the 
rebate made in that year for each place, is printed by Nichols, · 
with a considerable number of inaccuracies. 12 Fortunately a con
temporary copy of the assessment survives in the Leicester 
muniment room, and from its figures one can make a number of_ 

IOPublic Record Office, E .179/133/70, dated 24 April, 18 Henry VI [1440]. 
llJbid. Though this particular assessment is for 1440, it embodies the cuts 

made originally in 1433. No change of any significance had been 
made in the intervening years. 

12History of Leicestershire, i, loc. cit. 
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interesting deductions. These, however, would take us far beyond 
our immediate purpose and we must leave them for the time being. 

In 1446 Leicestershire\, assessment was reduced by 
£ng : z : 5, or about 15¾ per cent, equivalent to, the cut for the 
whole country, which amounted to £6,000 on £37,000 as we have 
seen. But within the county the rebate was distributed in a way 
that suggests a minute attention to the particular circumstances of 
each single place. A few places had no cut at all, but were left 
with their original quota of 1334 to meet when it was demanded; 
others were cut by thirty, forty and fifty per cent, the highest cut 
being at Humberstone, just outside Leicester to the east, where 
the old assessment was reduced by exactly 60 per cent. 

One cannot avoid the conclusion, seeing how the townships 
and hamlets with the highest rebates tend to fall into solid groups, 
that the varying incidence of bubonic plague in the second half 
of the fourteenth century was the most important single factor in 
the depopulation and impoverishment which had necessitated this 
drastic revision of the tax assessments, in this county at least. 13 

The depression in agriculture and trade which was gathering 
momentum in the 1430s and 1440s was only a secondary factor 
affecting all the county alike; it was plague that produced the 
widely differing levels of impoverishment within the county. 

The towns of fifteenth-century Leicestershire were suffering 
to a very varying degree in 1446. Leicester's taxable capacity 
was down by 21 per cent, Melton's by as much as 38 per cent, 
Lutterworth's by 21 per cent. But Ashby de la Zouch, the most 
important market-town on the western side of the county, was 
cut by only 7 per cent; Loughborough, the trading centre for the 
northern part, by barely z½ per cent; and Market Harborough, 
now the centre for the southern parts, by only 5 per cent. (from 
£6 : 8 : o to £6 : 1 : 4). Hallaton, on the other hand, was cut by 
more than one-fifth, from £7 : z : o to £5 : 12 : o. By the middle 
of the fifteenth century Harborough had overtaken and passed 
Hallaton the older centre of economic life in south-east Leicester
shire, as' the most important trading centre, though Hallaton con
tinued to be important in its own district for a long time 
afterwards. It still had its four fairs and its two weekly markets in 
the seventeenth century, long after many other villages which had 
received thirteenth and fourteenth-century grants of fairs and 
markets had sunk back into rural obscurity. 

131\:ccording to the Garendon Abbey cartulary, quoted by Nichols, there 
were five outbreaks of plague in Leicestershire between 1348 and 
1390, and the last was called" the great pestilence." (op. cit., West 
Goscote, 830.) 
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The poll tax returns of 1381 for Leicestershire, which survive 
with detailed particulars for parts of the county, show indeed that 
Harborough had overtaken Hallaton well before the fourteenth 
century was out. In that year Hallaton had a taxed population 
of 109, while Harborough had 154, of whom five are described as 
"merchant." 14 Melton had a taxed population of 291 in that 
same year, roughly twice as many as Harborough, a difference 
which is reflected in the revised tax quotas of 1446 when Melton 
was assessed at £II : 6 : 8 and Harborough at £6 : 1 : 4. 

Perhaps the Black Death and it subsequent outbreaks had 
dealt Hallaton a heavier blow than Harborough, from which it had 
not yet recovered; or it may be that both places were equally 
smitten but Harborough had made a more rapid recovery, and had 
filled up agairi quickly because it was already seen to be the more 
promising centre for trade, on the main road from London and 
Northampton to Leicester; whereas Hallaton lay miles away to one 
side. Whatever the reason, it is clear that Harborough's sup
remacy in south-eastern Leicestershire goes back to the middle 
decades of the fourteenth century and from that time onwards it 
did not cease to flourish, reaching the height of its prosperity in 
the centuries between the days of Elizabeth and the coming of the 
railway in 1850. But the later history of Harborough must await 
another occasion. 

14Hilton, The Economic Development of some Leicestershire Estates in the 
Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries, gives a short analysis of some of 
the Leicestershire poll tax returns for 1381 in Appendix V . To 
Hilton's figure of 93 taxed persons at Hallaton must be added 16 
others whose names appear on a slip attached to the original record 
(see Trans. Leics. Arch. Soc., xiii, 152). The figure for Melton 
is given by Hilton, op. cit., 93n. 


