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I. INTRODUCTION 

The student of the history of the borough of Leicester in the 
sixteenth century is not at first sight handicapped by a lack of 
evidence, or by an inadequate treatment of it by inferior historians. 
The three major writers, Bateson,1 Thompson, 2 and Billson, 3 were 
all able scholars and presented their researches in an admirable 
manner. The available printed material does, however, suffer from 
a certain one-sidedness. Fashions in history, like fashions in 
clothes, change with their generations and reflect the pre-occupations 
of an age; so the history of sixteenth-century Leicester has hitherto 
been written in terms either of the development of. institutional forms 
such as local government, the Guilds and the Ecclesiastical Cor
porations, or of a narrative closely tied to the events of national 
history. This criticism implies no intention to belittle the value 
or importance of the contributions of previous historians; what they 
includedmayindeed be deemed of much greaterimportance than what 
they omitted. What it does imply, however; is that the answer to 
certain questions has been supplied either by reference to a few 
important though isolated facts, or by the use of broad generali
sations supplied from other sources and illustrated by examples 
culled from the borough records or elsewhere. 

In no field is this more obviously true than that of economic 
history. The history of a borough must, of its very essence, be 
written largely in social and economic terms, but into the economic 
life of Leicester there has been very little systematic research. To 
cite only the most obvious instance, there is no study of the 
development of the hosiery trade, one of the most important events 
in local history. This is surely one of the gravest omissions 
imaginable. So far as the sixteenth century is concerned the 
situation is even worse; not only have we no idea of the size of 
Leicester in relation to other towns, but we have no idea of the wealth 

lM. Bateson (ed .), Records of the Borough of Leicester, ii (190I), iii (1905). 
2James Thompson, History of Leicester to the End of the Seventeenth 

Century (1849). 
3C. J. Billson, Medieval Leicester (1920). 
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of its citizens, nor an adequate idea of the occupations in which 
they were engaged. Miss Bateson, for instance, is pre-occupied 
with the monopolistic tendencies of the Corporation and its struggle 
with the problem of poverty. 4 Charles Billson was, indeed, con
cerned with the Occupations, about which we have only the 
slenderest information; but he selects as his chief example the bakers 
who, however important, can hardly be given the highest place 
amongst them-man does not, indeed, live by bread alone even in 
the purely economic sense. 5 Elsewhere in his book he does drop 
a hint about one of the possible sources of wealth in sixteenth-century 
Leicester, but he makes no attempt to draw any conclusion from his 
own evidence. Out of twelve important families whose history he 
gives in brief, one was concerned with butchering and three with 
tanning; that is, one-third of these families had some connection 
with the leather trade. 6 Thompson also makes a remark about the 
connection of the Wigstons with the town, but he does not follow up 
his own suggestion, and we are left in the dark as to the real relation
ship of Leicester with the wool trade and with the Staplers in 
particular. 7 

It is not the intention here to deal with the whole of the sixteenth 
century, an undertaking which would go far beyond the scope of a 
single article, nor is it intended to deal exhaustively with the organi
sation of the Occupations and their association with the government 
of the borough, which has been dealt with satisfactorily by others. In 
scope this paper will not extend beyond the first half of the sixteenth 
century. It is intended to be an assessment of the wealth and trade 
of the town in or about the year 1525, that is, some ten years before 
the Reformation, and some attempt will be made to arrive at a 
conception of the classes of persons who dwelt there. 

Even limited to this extent, the undertaking may yet seem bold, 
for we are not so sure of the social structure of our own age (in 
spite of some who think otherwise) as to be able to generalise freely 
about another, for which our evidence is so much scantier. The 
situation is by no means hopeless, however. The researches of Dr. 
Hoskins into the changing structure of Leicestershire in the sixteenth 
century have suggested new and fruitful ways of using certain cate
gories of evidence to arrive at an idea of the relative and actual 
wealth of important classes of persons in English society. 8 It is 

4Bateson, Vol. iii, p. xxxvii. SBillson, eh. ix. 
6Ibid., eh. xi. 7Thompson, 205. 

sw. G. Hoskins, 'The Leicestershire Farmer in the Sixteenth Century', 
Transactions of the Leicestershire Archaeological Society, xxii (1941); 
'Leicestershire Yeoman families and their pedigrees', ibid . , xxiii, 
(1946). 



WEALTH AND TRADE IN LEICESTER IN THE 7 I 
EARLY SIXTEENTH CENTURY 

certainly true that even in the sixteenth century, when the division was 
less marked than it is today, there was a vast difference between 
town and country life; not only was its organisation different, but the 
evidence of decline in many towns may be contrasted with the 
revolutionary changes which farming for profit had been, and was 
still, introducing into agrarian life. In spite of this, however, the 
methods of Dr. Hoskins are equally applicable here as elsewhere. 
The evidence which he has used as a basis for his studies of 
the Leicestershire Farmer and the Leicestershire Yeoman can also 
be used for the purpose of studying social status within the borough 
of Leicester. It consists for the most part of the rolls of taxpayers 
prepared as a result of the Subsidy Act of 1523, and to a lesser 
extent, of the contents of wills and the inventories fairly con
sistently attached to them after about 1530. The first supply lists 
of names upon which to base the biographies of individual 
citizens, and in addition, by reason of the method of assessment, an 
excellent if somewhat formal guide to the relative possessions of 
these same persons. The wills are less revealing than those which 
Dr. Hoskins has used for building up his own studies, but they do 
give some valuable clues as to the conditions of trade in the town 
as well as to the manner of life which was led by, at any rate, some 
classes of the population. 

This information, invaluable though it is, is not sufficient to 
paint a complete picture of the kind desired. It is essential to bear 
in mind always the narrative history of the town, and to have 
access to the most important documents relating to local history. 
This purpose is admirably served by Miss Bateson's work, Volumes 
II and III of which not only supply the necessary documents in a 
convenient form but also a valuable list of the Borough officers and 
servants, which serves to fill out our knowledge of the careers of 
individual Freemen, since all the important citizens of Leicester 
served at some time or another in civic office. The rise of many an 
important man can be traced from the lowly office of fish, meat or 
leather-tester through the intermediate offices of Auditor and 
Chamberlain to membership of the 'Twenty-four' and the Mayoralty 
itself. 

Last but not least amongst the most important classes of 
evidence comes the Register of the Freemen of Leicester n96-1770. 9 

Cross references between this valuable list of names and the Subsidy 
Rolls of 1524 and 1525 not only supply important information 
about individuals and families, but also offer an opportunity of 

9Ed. Hemy Harl:opp (1927) . 
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studying the sort of occupations which were common in the town, 
and a chance of determining which were the most prosperous. This 
comparison also casts some light on the relation of the body of the 
Freemen to the rest of the unenfranchised townspeople, and also 
to the borough administration. 

All these classes of evidence will be afforded more complete 
treatment in the following sections of the paper, but this preliminary 
account has been designed to illustrate the sort of results aimed at, 
and the type of answer the evidence may be expected to supply. On 
the other hand it is essential to realise both the limitations and the 
tentative nature of the conclusions which can be drawn from it. 

II. POPULATION 

The first essential in dealing with the economic or social 
structure of a town is to determine the size of its population, for 
upon this will depend to a large extent the conception one has of 
its nature as a community. The larger a town the more impersonal 
the relations between the inhabitants tend to be, while in the case 
of a smaller one, saving any vital difference of opinion between 
important sections of the population, the greater the feeling of com
munal solidarity. In the case of the sixteenth-century borough the task 
of supplying this information is extremely difficult, and before 1525 
it is virtually impossible to do so with even the smallest degree of 
accuracy; not only was there no system of regular parish registers, 
but lists of taxpayers had lost that comprehensive character they had 
had in the fourteenth century. Even after this date in Leicester the 
task is by no means easy, for a complete set of reliable registers 
is not available before 1600. Some attempts have been made 
to estimate the population during this period, however, the most 
successful being that of Throsby, and it is mainly upon his account 
that this present calculation is based.10 

Throsby bases his reckoning on a count made of all the deaths 
in Leicester in the five years 1600-1605; by obtaining an average of 
this figure, which he works out at n6 deaths per annum, he calcu
lates the population to be 3,480 persons, assuming the death rate 
to be one in 30. He slightly reduces his estimate for the year 1558 
-the first year that the parish registers of St. Martin's appear to be 
reliable-and on the basis of a calculation that the average of deaths 
was only roo, he gives a population estimate of 3,000. 

There seems to be no doubt that in view of the deficiency of 
evidence, his method was sound. The only thing that may be 
called into question is the accuracy of his figures . From a count 

lOJohn Throsby;, History of Leicester (1791), 407 foll . 
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carried out on St. Martin's registers, it seems that he is not to be 
trusted implicitly, for his averages do not always appear to be 
unimpeachably correct. The average for 1600 for instance, he 
makes out to be 35, while it appears to be no more than 32. The 
discrepancy, however, is not so serious at this period that it would 
invalidate his figures altogether. Clearly they are not merely 
groundless fabrications, and in view of the roughness of the estimate 
anyway, a total of 3,000 would seem to be a fairly reasonable one 
on the evidence to be drawn from the registers for 1558. 

Taken by themselves, these figures are not entirely convincing, 
but it is possible to substantiate them from another source. In 
1563 the Privy Council ordered a return of the population to be 
made in every diocese in the country. The manuscript supplying 
this information survives in the Harleian collection at the British 
Museum. 11 It contains an estimate of the number of families living 
in each parish in each of the Deaneries in the Archdeaconry of 
Leicester. The estimate for all the seven parishes in the Deanery 
of Christianity, including the curacy of St. Sepulchre's in the South 
Suburb, attached to St. Mary's, comes to 591 families. On the 
basis of five persons to a family (which seems reasonable in view of 
the servants and apprentices likely to be found in the homes of the 
richer Freemen), an estimate of nearly 3,000 persons is obtainable 
from this source also. 

There seems to be no valid reason why this estimate of 591 should 
not be substantially correct. In the first place a sixteenth-century 
incumbent was likely to know most of his parishioners, and the 
important part which the Church played as a centre of social life, 
together with the obligation, both moral and statutory, for atten
dance at Church, makes the estimate a highly probable one. There 
seems to have been no conceivable motive for concealment or falsi
fication, and the number of Dissenters, even Catholics, seems 
unlikely, at this early date, to have been substantial. 

A population of 3,000, with a possible error of a hundred or two 
either way, appears, therefore, to be about right for Leicester in 
or about 1560. The application of this estimate to 1525 would 
seem to be the crucial point to determine. In the first place the 
ecclesiastical population was larger before the Reformation, but as 
their opportunities for engaging in trade were undoubtedly slight, 

llHarleian MS. 618. Transcribed by L. A. Parker. Bound copy in the 
Library of University College, Leicester (1947) . Printed, less 
accurately in Nichols, History anid Antiquities of the County of 
Leicester, Vol. i, p. lxxxvii. 
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their position must have been that of consumers rather than 
producers. It is the lay population which it is important to 
determine for the purposes of this study, and it does not seem 
probable that it was substantially different.12 

The Subsidy Rolls of I524-5 do not cast much light on this 
problem. The maximum number of names to be gathered from 
them is little more than 420, and assuming, as is quite probable, 
that each of these represented the head of a family, a figure of 2,rno 
is reached for the population represented by the taxpayers. Clearly, 
however, the whole population was not represented by these persons 
alone. The tax list may have cast its net wide but, particularly 
in view of the poverty rife in the town, there must have been many 
families who did not contribute. 

In one respect, however, the Rolls do contain some useful in
formation concerning population. They are divided into wards, 
into which the taxpayers are grouped, and the method of collection 
was, in fact, based on this division. From this it is possible to 
derive the information that 45 per cent. of the taxpayers lived in 
the four Suburban Wards, each of which was individually greater 
than any other single ward within the town except the second, which 
equally with the twelfth, contained 9 · 5 per cent of the taxpayers. 

This twelfth Ward also comprised the area without the South 
Gate. Though it was not in area as great as the East Suburb, which 
comprised the fourth and fifth Wards and no less than 25 per cent. 
of the taxpaying population, it was only slightly smaller in this 
respect than the third or North Ward, which contained rn "4 per 
cent. as against 9 · 5 per cent. It would certainly appear, therefore, 
that the population living in the South Suburb, as indeed in all the 
Suburbs, was considerably larger than has hitherto been realised. 
This may have been because it was less distinguished than the 
other two, having neither a Bishop's Fee nor an important river 
crossing. It also seems to have been predominantly agrarian and 
both the Cowhey and the Newarke Grange were to be found in the 
area. It seems to have been known as the South Gate, as the 
Northern Ward was known as the North Gate. 13 

12Nichols in his attempt at an assessment of the population of Leicest er 
quotes Throsby in the main. His efforts to arrive at an estimate of 
the number of families are, however, deplorable. Using his own 
figures, taken from Harleian MS. 618, he gets a total of only 338. 
This is either a gross exhibition of bad mathematics, or an incredible 
printer's error. Billson was also taken in, and quotes the same 
figure from Nichols, thus perpetuating the error. Each, however, 
uses Throsby's estimate of 3,000 for the number of individuals . 
(Nichols, ii, 534. Biilson, 147.) 

13Bateson, iii, 309 , The Borough Rental after the feefarm transaction of 
1589 contains a list of tenements in this area which must also have 
included the Horse F air and Millstone Lane. The Newarke at this 
time, like the Bishop's Fee, was an independent jurisdiction. For 
plans of the medieval town see Billson. 
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III. THE DISTRIBUTION OF WEALTH 

(r) The Subsidy and the Forced Loan 

Ideally, to determine the total wealth of a community and its 
distribution among individual members requires the methods 
of collecting information and of correlating it through statistical 
analysis that are at the disposal of the modern state. It is of course 
too much to ask for this in the sixteenth century, in spite of the 
centralised character of Tudor government. Methods of economic 
control were marred by lack of accurate information, and too much 
depended upon the integrity and efficiency of a local authority not 
always amenable to discipline even through the medium of conciliar 
jurisdiction. The historian of the early sixteenth century is fortunate, 
however, in that he has at his disposal for this purpose the 
information to be derived from a complete reassessment and re
organisation of the national system of taxation, which took place 
during the reign of Henry VIII, and which covered, ostensibly, every 
adult member of the population capable of paying a contribution. The 
form of this reassessment offers an excellent opportunity for arriving 
at a general idea of the distribution of wealth amongst all classes 
of the population even if it does not solve the problem of the absolute 
wealth of any individual. In this case also the town enjoys a 
distinct advantage over the country. Not only are the tax lists 
much longer for a single place, but the area they cover is much 
more circumscribed, and thus a more adequate cross-section is 
obtainable. Before considering the Rolls for Leicester, it is worth 
while examining the circumstances which occasioned this adminis
trative act, which, together with an account of the form that it took, 
throws much light on its value as a guide to real or relative wealth. 14 

The active foreign policy pursued by Wolsey and Henry VIII 
had by 1522 placed the Exchequer in a state of acute financial 
embarrassment, and Wolsey diverted some of his considerable 
energy and talent to the task of raising the maximum fiscal yield 
from a none too submissive country. To avoid the necessity of 
calling Parliament he reverted in the first place to the time-honoured 
expedient of a Forced Loan-a device used to some effect by Henry 
VII, who established a good deal of credit both moral and financial 

14The following account of the Subsidy is taken largely from that contained 
in No. X of 'The Suffolk Green Books': Suffolk in 1524 (ed. S. H . A. 
Harvey, rgrn). The Preface contains an admirable account of the 
proceedings in Parliament and in Appendix I a full account of the 
Act itself is given. Appendix IV adds some notes on the Forced 
Loan as it applied to Suffolk. 
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by paying back most of what he had borrowed during the course of 
his reign. The returns from this loan, systematically levied at a 
rate of 5 per cent. on lands and goods, have not always survived, 
but it seems that it was fairly generously subscribed, as the extant 
lists of contributors show. Since this expedient failed to do more 
than temporarily bridge the gap, a Parliament was summoned in. 
April 1523 and the Commons were called upon to raise a subsidy 
- a new form of tax which had been levied for the first time in 1514. 
Wolsey' s suggestion met with considerable opposition, 15 particu
larly in view of the recent loan, and his original demands were 
reduced to· a tax of rs. in the pound each year for two years on all 
goods to the value of £20 or more, 6d. in the pound for goods 
between £2 and £20, and 4d. for all those owning under 40s. worth 
of goods or having wages to the value of 20s. and not otherwise 
chargeable under the Act. Lands and tenements, rents, annuities, 
fees and suchlike sources of income were to be taxed at rs. in the 
pound whatever their total value, while aliens were to pay double 
all these amounts. The Act also contained a provision for taxation 
in the third and fourth years, but these are of no concern here. 

The most immediately interesting thing about the provisions 
of the Act is the importance assigned to personal property as a 
guide to wealth. Not only was its value above £20 considered the 
equivalent of the same amount of income from landed property, 
but a taxpayer was not expected to pay on both lands and goods, 
only whichever of the two should prove the greater in value; a fact 
which illustrates very clearly its equal status. It is. interesting to 
note also the valuation of personal property which was made the 
basis of the subsidy upon which the greater number of moderate 
taxpayers in the country, and all the taxpayers in the towns, were 
assessed. The Act laid down that 'every person born under the 
King's obeisance for every pound in coin that he has, and the value 
of every pound in plate, stock of merchandise, corn and grain severed 
from the ground, household stuff and all other moveable goods, 
whether within or without the realm, and all such sums of money 
owing to him whereof he trusteth in his conscience to be paid 
(excepting such debts as he intendeth to pay and all bodily apparel, 

15Ibid., Preface. Not only were there complaints that heavy contribution 
had already been made, but Wolsey's original suggestion that a tax 
of 4s. in the £r should be raised immediately was met with objection 
that it would cause a scarcity of specie and that in any case sufficient 
capital could not at once be raised . This makes an interesting 
commentary on the methods of amassing wealth (vide infra). The 
great mass of wealth was to be found in property, both real and 
personal, and credit: only the least part of it was in coin and interest
bearing investments. 
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but not excepting jewels of gold) .... ' was to pay the tax at the 
prescribed rates. Clearly the valuation was intended to catch the 
largest number of people possible, and it is also clear why personal 
property was considered so important a guide to wealth. Income 
was derived almost exclusively from land, while in trade the goods 
alone constituted the value of a man's holding. Investment was 
possible only in land at a time when joint-stock trading was still 
a thing of the future. To take a single example: Richard Beeston, 
a substantial draper of Leicester whose inventory at his death in 
I53I totalled £I40 Igs. 8d., had little merchandise in his shop, 
but ready money to the value of £60. 16 At a time when banking 
for the ordinary man was unknown, apart from land into which 
surpluses were bound to go, merchandise and personal valuables 
were the only form of investment. This fact is further borne out by 
the amount of silver plate which was to be found even in quite modest 
households. Thus, in intention at any rate, the assessment was to 
be exhaustive and to bear a direct relation to a man's wealth. On 
the face of it, therefore, the tax lists should give a sound guide to 
the relative wealth of the most substantial inhabitants of England. 

In the case of Leicester, a list of contributors to the Forced 
Loan has survived, as well as the rolls for the Subsidy. The 
preamble has been printed by Miss Bateson, and it appears that 65 
persons who possessed goods to the value of £5, or under £20, 
contributed the sum of £60 8s. Sd. 17 The chief value of this list 
is that it offers an independent standard of criticism which can be 
used as a check upon an important class of taxpayers in the Subsidy 
Rolls themselves. 

The Rolls for both years I524 and I525 for Leicester have sur
vived.18 Of the two, the earlier and longer is fortunately in 
excellent condition, and with some assistance from the Roll of the 
second year, is almost entirely decipherable. It contains 403 names, 
and the total tax paid amounted to £rn3 I6s. Sd. 19 The Roll for 

16Leicester Probate Registry. Transcripts of Wills, 1531. 
17Baleson, iii, 23. Her account contains an error. Reference to the 

original list shows that 65 and not 66 is the correct number of names. 
The list itself is to be found in the Town Hall Records, Box C. No. 
436. -

lBP.R.O. Lay Subsidy Rolls, 15 Henry VIII, E179/133/105, and 16 Henry 
VIII, EI79/133/106. 

19The total given at the bottom of the Roll is £103 19s. 8d., but this is a 
manifest error on the part of the clerk responsible for it. The second 
ward total contains an error of 3s. The error does not appear to 
have been discovered; a curious commentary on sixteenth-century 
finance. 
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the second year is in a much less satisfactory condition, but only a 
small proportion is entirely illegible ( confined to some 23 names 
divided equally between the first and fourth Wards). It is much 
shorter than its predecessor, and contains a maximum of 327 names, 
the tax paid amounting to only £84 ros. 4d. 

A few names included are not mentioned in the previous roll, 
and in individual cases the assessments as to goods, which dominate 
the rolls to the complete exclusion of all other forms of wealth, are 
varied, sometimes to a considerable extent. Comparing the three 
rolls so far as names are concerned, the full number of persons 
taxable in Leicester in the three years 1523-1525 (excluding two 
persons who died soon after the Forced Loan) appears to have been 
426, only excepting those dwelling in the Newarke who were 
specifically exempted by the Act. 20 

The changes in valuation require more careful treatment as 
they have some bearing on the form of assessment which was 
adopted by the Commissioners. It is clear that there is some con
tinuity, the previous rolls being the basis for each succeeding one; 
but all three are subject to separate assessments. The Act of 1523 
had provided for one to take place between the Michaelmas and the 
Martinmas (29 September and II November) preceding the 
collection of the Subsidy and its payment into the Exchequer in 
the following February. On the whole, such alterations as there are 
take the form of a reduction, but this is by no means always the case, 
and it is clear that it was an eventuality that the central government 
was anxious to avoid. The Indenture accompanying the 1524 Roll 
declares that the Commissioners had called before them 'all such 
persons to whom we had vehement suspicion of their last valuations 
and upon their oaths sware them to present their valours accor
ding to the said act of parliament. And furthermore whether they 
set themselves at any lower value by reason of such money as they 
had presented to our said sovereign lord or not, thereunto they said 
and reckoned the same present money as good parcel of their sub
stance as any other goods they have in their possession'. This sort 

20Sometimes the omission of a name from the Subsidy Roll and its inclusion 
in the return for the Forced Loan is a source of puzzlement. Henry 
Gillot, who assumed the Mayoralty on the death of Robert Staples 
during his term of office, did so before the assessment of the second 
year's subsidy, yet he appears in neither roll , while his assessment 
in the Forced Loan amounted to 20 marks. For some reason or other 
the Commissioners had thought fit to exempt him from payment, 
and it would be hazardous to guess at their reasons for doing so. 
The greater informality of procedure which sixteenth-century 
administration enjoyed must be blamed for this sort of anomaly
so alien to the egalitarian outlook of modern bureaucrats. 
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of comment can be taken with a certain amount of reservation, but 
it seems clear that in the assessment some regard was had to the 
negotiable value of the property concerned-particularly merchan
dise, which contained the only real possibility of variation among 
the list of personal possessions. It is a striking fact that William 
Wigston the Younger, who was assessed at £600 in 1524, should 
have been reduced to £400, a difference of one-third, while his 
cousin, William Wigston the Elder, assessed at £roo in 1524, had 
an increase of £40 to £140. These are extreme cases, but the 
intention to arrive at an equitable assessment is clearly there. 

289 of the 403 names on the first Roll appear also on the 
second. The fact that 53 of these names ( or about 13 per cent. 
of those on the first Roll) bear an altered assessment, six of them in 
an upward direction, supports the contention that the altered 
Wigston assessments were not isolated examples. Nevertheless the 
remaining 236 persons ( or about 58½ per cent. of those on the first 
Roll) retained the same assessment. 

In the case of over half the names (35) in the Forced Loan, the 
assessment appears to have varied from that made in the subsidy 
but in amount the variations are usually small, being one or two 
pounds at the most. Again the prevailing tendency was towards a 
reduction from the Loan to the Subsidy, but increases were not 
uncommon and amounted once again to six, or one sixth of the 
whole number of alterations. 

Thus it emerges from this analysis that the assessment was no 
mere formality, representing a purely nominal sum. Some attempt 
was made to relate taxation to capacity to pay, even though the 
assessment itself represented no more than a substantial fraction of 
the full value of all a man's goods and property. This may not 
hold true for other places in England, but as a generalisation it 
would certainly seem to apply to Leicester. 

(2) The Borough, the Cou1nty and Nottingham 

Bearing in mind the qualifications introduced by the previous 
analysis, the task can now be undertaken of determining the dis
tribution of wealth amongst the townspeople of Leicester from the 
Rolls. The figures in Table I (a) and Table II (a) have been 
derived from the Subsidy Roll of 1524 alone, not merely because 
it is the fullest list, but also because it is the product of a single 
assessment, and therefore each individual entry .is subject to the 
same conditions. 

It is clear from a single glance at Table I (a) that the variation 
in taxable capacity is immense. Up to £20 there is a group of 
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persons for practically every added £ worth of valuation. Beyond 
this figure, where the tax is doubled in weight, assessments increase 
by tens and twenties rather than one's or two's, but taxpayers are 
fairly evenly spaced up to £40. There are few taxpayers above 
this figure, but again they are evenly divided. Finally comes the 
totally unexpected assessment of £600 for William Wigston the 
Younger. Out of the total of taxable property within the town of 
£2,639, this man owned fully 22 per cent., while he paid nearly 
29 per cent. of the gross tax. The nearest assessment is that 
of his cousin, whose total of £roo in goods made up no more than 
4 per cent. of the total taxable wealth, and even at the reduced rate 
of 1525, his assessment amounts to little more than one-third of that 
of his rich relation. Clearly then the wealth of the town was 
dominated by one man, and his pre-eminence is confirmed by his 
inclusion in the King's Roll of Knights, Esquires and Gentlemen 
resident in Leicestershire in 1501-2, which indicates the status he 
was accorded. 21 For this reason he has been omitted from the 
averages in Table II (a), for his assessment would clearly distort 
the figures applying to the lesser inhabitants. 

The grouping in Table II may on the face of it seem arbitrary 
in view of the small margin separating many of the taxpayers 
assessed at under £20. Some pattern is, however, discernible. The 
wage-earners plainly form a group oI their own, and the owners of 
20s. in goods form one almost twice as large as the next greatest, 
those worth 40s. It is also noticeable that the grouping of persons at• 
£ro and £20 represents a jump in numbers over the few preceding 
figures, which would seem to indicate the demarcation of a new 
class or taxpaying range of individuals. It is significant also that 
the alterations in assessment do not affect this grouping substantially 
and those who are translated from one group to another are usually 
on the margin. Of the 47 persons affected by reductions, only 23 
or just under half change their groups, and of those, 13 or well over 
half merely drop from the 40s. group to the 20s. (that is from Group 
III to Group II). Of the three persons who dropped from Group 
V to Group IV, all were assessed at £10, and two were widows of 
no occupation: in neither of the upper groups does the number 
affected exceed about ro per cent. On the whole, therefore, it 
would seem that though there is some fluctuation between one group 
and that next below it, the alteration is not so serious as to change 
radically the groupings selected, which, however rough a guide, do 
seem to represent a stable classification of the population. 

21Thompson, 205, Nole C. 
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Table II then shows that just under half (46 · 1 per cent.) of the 
remaining taxable property (£2,039) was owned by 24 persons, or 
exactly 6 per cent. of the taxable population. If we add this figure 
(£40) to Wigston's assessment, we find that 25 persons owned nearly 
60 per cent. of the whole taxable wealth of the town, and eight 
persons representing six families closely associated with the founda
tion of Wigston's Hospital (the Wigstons, the Reynolds, the Gillots, 
the Harwars, the Beers and the Westows) owned 34 per cent. of 
this wealth. 

No better indication than this could be given of the concen
tration of wealth in the hands of a few families, who, it is clear from 
the records, dominated for good or for ill the whole administration 
of the town. This impression is further strengthened when the next 
class of taxpayers, more arbitrary than the last, but nevertheless 
fairly well defined is considered. Of Group V, 7 · 5 per cent. of the 
population, or 30 persons, owned a further 18 · 9 per cent. of the 
taxable wealth. Thus, excluding Wigston, 13½ per cent., or 54 
persons owned 65 per cent. of all taxable wealth, and including 
him this figure rises to 73 per cent. 

There does appear to be something of a middle class, on the 
other hand, for just under a quarter of the taxpayers (23 ·6 per cent.) 
are to be found in Group IV and these owned just over one-fifth 
(20 ·4 per cent.) of the taxable wealth. 

The majority of the taxpayers, therefore, owned very little 
personal property or merchandise, though it is true by the standards 
of their time they were likely to be comfortably off. This class 
included both Groups II and III which make up 54 · 7 per cent. of 
all the taxpayers, or over a half of their number, and they owned 
rather less than 15 per cent. of the taxable wealth of the town. 

It is interesting to contrast this picture of the distribution of 
taxable wealth with that prevailing in the county, which has been 
dealt with by Dr. Hoskins. 22 He has pointed out that the ownership 
of land, the income of which was greater than . the goods owned, was 
the prerogative of a special class only, and he notes that of Soo tax
payers in 40 villages, only six were assessed in lands. It would 
seem, therefore, that if we include Wigston among the upper class 
whose wealth was comparable to that of the landed gentry and the 
greater merchants, the yeoman and farmer class are in some 
sense comparable with the general run of freemen within the 

22Hoskins, 'Leicestershire Farmer', Sections 2 and 3. 
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borough. 23 It is clear from a comparison that the centralisation of 
wealth in the town had gone much further by this time than in the 
county. Whereas in Leicester just under r3½ per cent. of the tax
payers owned 65 per cent. of all taxable personal property (that is 
just under two-thirds), in the county a slightly larger proportion, rs½ 
per cent., owned only a half, and whereas in the county 4 per cent. 
owned a quarter of the total personal estate, in the town only a 
slightly larger proportion, 6 per cent., owned just under a half 
(46·r per cent.) . 

Inequitable distribution of wealth is thus equally apparent in 
town and country, and the pattern of the destruction of medieval 
equality in the country is repeated on an even larger scale in 1.he 
town. 

This picture of the town of Leicester is thrown into still greater 
relief when it is compared with another borough in the same terms. 
Tables I (b) and II (b) contain an analysis of the r524 Subsidy Roll 
for Nottingham. 24 Results are not likely to be so accurate as those 
derived from the Leicester Rolls, because the assessment of wealth 
is not given, but only the form of property taxed and the amount of 
tax paid in each individual case. Even so the results show some 
striking similarities with those observed at Leicester, as well as some 
equally striking differences. 

In the first place it is plain that Nottingham was less wealthy 
and smaller than Leicester at the same date. Less than half the 

' tax was paid, and less than half the amount of taxable property 
owned. The town is without a burgess of the calibre of Wigston, 
and there are fewer wealthy persons, both absolutely and relatively, 
than at Leicester (4 · 7 per cent. as against 6 · o per cent.). The town 
is further differentiated by the fact that there is evidence that the 
trade of Nottingham attracted at least some aliens who are not found 
at all in Leicester. The existence of some persons who were 
assessed in lands rather than in goods also .casts an interesting light 
on the structure of Nottingham, which might well repay further 
examination. 

The middle class of persons paying tax on goods over £2 and 
under £10 is also relatively smaller than at Leicester, though it 

23Ibid., section 2. Dr. Hoskins has noted that the highest yeoman assessment 
in the county was £uo and applied to Thomas Bradgate of Peatling 
Parva alone. This represented the second highest assessment in the 
County Rolls he examined, that of Sir Thomas Pulteney of Misterton 
being £160 in lands. He is clearly not much less wealthy for that, 
being probably a large leaseholder. ThehighestassessmentinLeicester 
apart from William Wigston the Younger, was that of his cousin : 
£100. In some sense, therefore, these two are of comparable class. 

24Records of the Borough of Nottingham, iii, 162: Subsidy for 1523-4. 
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owns taxable wealth in proportion to its size. This group combined 
with Groups II and III, however, shows a marked contrast with the 
same combination of Groups at Leicester. Though the proportion 
of owned wealth is about the same (33 per cent. as against 35 per 
cent.) the number of persons owning it is nearly ro per cent. less 
(68 · 5 per cent. as against 78 · 3 per cent. at Leicester) . This ro 
per cent. goes to swell the wage-earning class, which is nearly that 
much greater there than at Leicester (r7 ·6 per cent. as against 8·2 
per cent.). 

The problem of the wage-earning class is not an easy one to 
discuss . Clearly the assessment at 20s. or 40s. in wages retains the 
same relative char.acter as applies to the assessments in goods. It 
seems probable, therefore, that only the upper class of wage-earners 
would be represented in the Rolls, for even at the lowest estimate of 
sixteenth-century prices, 20s. can hardly be considered a full and 
adequate living wage if it covered the entire income of a family. 
Some of this class, at least, appear to have been servants of the 
wealthier burgesses (who were made responsible for their servants' . 
contributions), and 8 out of the 33 wage-earners at Leicester were 
so described. The remainder would appear to be the more sub
stantial journeymen and artisanS-and certainly none of the names 
at Leicester are traceable in the Freemen's Register. It seems 
reasonable to believe, therefore, that the wage-earning class was 
greater in Nottingham at this time than in Leicester, and that the 
latter retained a much greater proportion of small craftsmen and 
traders than the former. 

In contrast to the towns, the centralisation of wealth in the 
country and the extension of pasture-farming had greatly increased 
the wage-earning population. This is often reflected in the tax 
returns. 25 Thus, though it would be a mistake to believe that wage
earners, even yet, constituted half of the working population, 
clearly the class was on the increase. 

A still more interesting reflection upon the growth of a per
manent dependent 'proletariat' is the rather indeterminate, but still 
clearly recognisable, class of persons in the town not represented in 
the tax roll at all. The relation of the taxpayers identifiable as 
Freemen with the rest of those recorded in the Rolls will be dealt 
with later; it suffices to say here that only 57 per cent. of the full 
number are in this category. Hence, allowing for some errors, 

25Farnham, Leicestershire Medieval Village Notes, iii, 229. Lay Subsidy for 
Misterton. Apart from Thomas Pulteney, Knight, assessed at £r6o 
in lands, and John Walker, clerk, at 40s., the remaining 17 names 
are all those of wage-earners. 
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some 40 per cent. were without the full privileges and burdens of 
the town franchise. Even if we calculate, on the basis of this, that 
the tax Rolls represent about 2,100 persons, we are left with a 
population of some 900-1,000 too poor to be represented among the 
taxable inhabitants. · It must not be assumed too readily that these 
were necessarily all below the subsistence level-many may have 
been passed over for special reasonS----but on the whole there would 
seem to have been something like a submerged third of the popu
lation, consisting of poor or very poor journeymen or craftsmen 
either altogether unemployed or with only a bare minimum of 
subsistence. As prices rose during the century, this proved less 
and less adequate, as the continual efforts of the Corporation in the 
realm of poor relief convincingly demonstrate. 26 

It is possible in some measure to substantiate the existence of 
such a class of persons. Already in 1540 the first petition regarding 
the poverty of the town was delivered to the Chancellor of the Duchy 
of Lancaster, 27 and in 1584, some 60 years later, a dole was dis
tributed to no less than 818 persons out of a sum of 20 nobles supplied 
by the Earl of Leicester on his visit. 28 Undoubtedly poverty grew 
during the century, but there is abundant evidence that it was 
already endemic in 1525. Robert Staples, who died in 1524, 
during his Mayoralty ordered in his Will that '30s. in brede' should 
be distributed in 'dedes of charity' to the poor people of the town at 
his burial, 29 and other wills of the same time made similar provision. 

Thus Wigston's Hospital.is a sign of the times, and though it 
and the other medieval foundations catered for some 120 poor 
persons, clearly this relief was inadequate in the face of wide-spread 
poverty. 

The causes of this state of decay are not clear, and the rise in 
prices only aggravated a problem already iR existence. Certainly 
the concentration of wealth in the hands of a borough aristocracy 
must have had much to do with it. It is clear, too, that the creation 
of a displaced population in rural areas, which offered a supply of 
cheap and unregulated labour, also had a considerable influence. 
The petition of 1540 specifically quotes the competition of rural 
'wares and merchandises', sold by retail within the town markets 
as well as at the fairs, as a cause. Nor was the desire to exclude them 

26Bateson, VoI. iii, p. xiv. 
27Ibid . , iii, 43. 'Petition against Foreigners who trade in Leicester'. 
28Ibid., Vol. iii, p. !xiii; also p. 202. This figure evidently excluded the 

poor in the New and the Old Hospitals (Wigston's and the Newarke), 
and also the prisoners in the 'Countye & Brydewell'-who probably 
amounted in all to some 150 persons . 

29Leicester Probate Registry: Register Book for 1515-1526, 419. 
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merely the action of a jealous monopolistic corporation, but a 
measure intended to alleviate distress. 30 

Whatever the causes, however, the situation in the borough in 
the early part of the sixteenth century was that there was insufficient 
employment to be found for a growing proportion of the population. 
It was not only that the technique for utilising as unskilled labour 
this class of depressed craftsmen and journeymen was lacking: there 
was no prospect of employment for them of any kind, hence 1.he 
continual efforts of the borough authorities to create a clothing 
industry later in the century. 31 

At this time the shift of wealth was still proceeding, a fact 
which has been illustrated in the comparison between Nottingham 
and Leicester. The creation of a wage-earning class as such had 
not proceeded as far at Leicester as it had at Nottingham. Apart 
from the few important families, there still remained a large class 
of small craftsmen and traders side by side with this great class 
of persons on the subsistence level, possibly as much as one-third of 
the population, and owing to the form of the industry within the 
town, practically unemployable. 

IV. TRADE AND INDUSTRY 

The chief difficulty to be faced in determining the trades and 
industries of Leicester is that unlike some other boroughs, for 
instance Coventry, Leicester had no single staple industry which 
dominated all the others. In structure, in fact. it does not appear 
to have been truly industrial, its wealth being largely derived from 
the trade in certain commodities. What these were, however, it is 
difficult to discover, for the Chapman's Guild which dominated all 
the occupations was an exclusive body, membership of which con
ferred the freedom of the town upon a man, and constituted the first 
rung in the ladder of social advancement. Unfortunately the 
records of the Occupations (the subordinate craft organisations), 
membership of which was not confined to Freemen alone, have not 
survived, and only one example, albeit an important one, of the 
Ordinal containing the rules governing them has been discovered 
for the whole of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. 32 

This deficiency is to some extent offset by the survival of the 
central record of the Chapman's Guild, the magnificent series of 

30See note 27. 
31Bateson, Vol. iii, p . xlviii, and numerous references in the text. 
32S,. H . Skillington, 'The Leicester Gild of TaI!ow Chandlers', Transactions 

of the Leicestershire Archaeological Society, xv (1927-28), 127. 
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entries contained in the Freemen' s Register. 33 This Record is 
admittedly not always complete, and in any case it applied only to 
the corps d' eZ.iite of the town, but it represented the wealthiest and 
most influential fraction and is therefore of inestimable assistance in 
constructing the tally of wealth and occupation . In fact the Free
man body contained a sufficiently varied cross-section of the popu
lation for this to be more than a mere conjecture. It is fortunate 
also that it was the custom to add, after a man's name on admission, 
the trade in which he was engaged or had served his apprenticeship. 
It was rare for a man to change his trade during his life-time, so the 
information to be obtained provides a fair guide to the preponder
ance of trades in relation to the whole Freeman body. 

The greatest light is thrown by a comparison of the 
names in the tax Rolls with those in the Register, which 
is made in Table III. From this it can be gathered that 
213 names in the Rolls can be identified also in the 
Register. With some assistance from the borough records the fact 
that an individual participated in the work of local government can 
usually be used to fix the date of admission with a fair degree of 
certainty. In the case of 24 (II per cent.) of these names, no trade 
can be supplied either from the Registers or the Records, which 
reduces the number of trade identifications to 189, or 46 · 4 per cent. 
of the whole number of taxpayers. 

Of the number of identified Freemen, 49, or 23 per cent., were 
engaged in the clothing trade, and 21 · 1 per cent. in the production 
and. processing of hides and leather, or a total of 44 per cent. of the 
whole. Here then we have an important clue to the two staple 
occupations of the town, which is strikingly corroborated by an 
analysis of the Register of Freemen contained in Table IV. 

There are a considerable number of erasures and repetitions in 
the Register, particularly after 1494, when admission to the Freedom 
was made progressively more difficult in order to preserve the 
control of the local authorities over the trades within the town. 
When they are co-ordinated the number of relevant entries amounts 
to 852. Of these 19 per cent. are recorded as being engaged in the 
clothing trade and it~ by-products, and 17 · 5 per cent. in the pro
duction and processing of hides and leather. Though the com
bination of these percentages does not reach the figure to be found 
in Table III, it is sufficiently similar to warrant the inference that 
these two trades provided the greatest source of employment in the 
town. 

33The Register of the Freemen of Leicester, u96-1770, ed. Hartopp. 
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In a curious way also, the erasures themselves rnnfirm this same 
fact. Representing as they did those who were on the margin of 
the Freedom for one reason or another, they indicate indirectly the 
occupations that were in the same condition.34 The full number of 
these erasures come to 60 or 7 · r per cent. of all effective entries, 
and of this figure 40 per cent. were stated to be butchers, tailors and 
weavers, in almost equal proportions. A glance at Table III 
confirms the impression that these would be the occupations most 
liable to erasure, having the largest number of members in the lower 
taxpaying groups. 

The comparison between the Register and the tax Rolls does 
not merely show the predominance of certain important trades: it 
also indicates in a measure their relative prosperity. It will be seen 
at once that if we compare those engaged in the clothing trade with 
those· engaged in the processing and: sale of hides and leather, the 
former appear immeasurably the more prosperous. No less than 
nine members of it, represented by the mercers and drapers in the 
main, are to be found in Group VI, whereas only one man, a glover, 
is to be found in the same class in the latter trade. The reason for 
this is obscure, but it may well result from the close connection of 
Leicester with the staple trade at this period. 35 It seems fairly 
clear, however, that the clothing trade was a local one only, and 

· was not combined with a large local industry in the manufacture of 
cloth: a fact which is confirmed by the large number of tailors as 
compared with those employed in the manufacture and finishing of 

34Bateson, iii, 3r. An enadment of 23 February 1532 lays it down 
'that there schall noman enter into the schapmansgyld but the(y) 
schall paye . .. yere xs. within the yere be the dyscressun off the 
maere ffor the tyme beyng .. .' This appears in the light of retro
spective legislation: it had evidently been the custom previously to 
strike out the names of those who did not pay, and the ordinance 
prescribed the period of time to be allowed in the future . 

3SL. F . Salzman, Medieval English Industries (1923), 245, notes that 'the 
dressing of skins and preparation of leather must have been one of 
the most widely diffused industries in medieval times'. Together 
with wool it was burdened with poundage, one of the oldest and 
most notable of customs dues, the other being tunnage. But as 
local evidence shows it was clearly a less profitable undertaking, 
though probably it was no less widespread as an occupation . It 
suffers also from a lack of that notoriety which attaches itself to the 
woollen and clothing industries upon which English prosperity is 
always supposed to have been built. The importance of the trade 
in Leicester is to some extent proved by the special office of Leather
Tester. Its holders were all representatives of the leather trades 
themselves, including among their number, usually, a tanner, a 
saddler and a shoemaker. It is comparable in this respect to 
Coventry, which had a body of Cloth-Testers: Salzman, op. cit., 210. 
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cloth. The complaints of lack of any such industry later in the 
century equally confirm the fact. Some manufacture there un
doubtedly was, otherwise a dyer could hardly have done 
sufficiently well to reach Group IV-though he seems to have had a 
monopoly in the trade-but the majority of the wares sold by the 
mercers and drapers must have come from elsewhere. That the. 
trade in cloth was only with a local market receives some interesting 
support from the inventory attached to the Will of Richard Beeston 
who was a fairly substantial draper assessed in the Subsidy at £40. 
The Will was proved in 1531,36 and though he was owed debts of £39 
6s. 8d., a substantial sum at sixteenth-century values, not a single 
penny came from outside Leicestershire. His largest debtors came 
as might be expected, from the local gentry. Thomas and Barton 
Haselrigg owed him £9 6s. 8d. between them, while those farthest 
afield were Godfrey Somerset of Walton and two inhabitants of 
Hallaton. 37 

It is interesting also that a glover should be the only one to 
reach the upper groups of taxpayers. The increase in the number of 
tanners and such traders in the latter part of the century confirms the 
idea that the trade in skins was becoming increasingly important, 
and glovers were very much concerned in it. The inventory of 
Richard Leadbeater (who does not appear in the Subsidy Rolls, 
and was not apparently admitted until 1527-8), attached to his 
will proved in 1535, shows his store-rooms filled with skins of 
various kinds, calf, sheep, buck, fawn and fox, besides some store 
of wool all of which totalled in value some £5 6s. od.-out of a 
total of £24 ns. 2d. 38 

The chief profit of the town, however, was not to be derived 
from these local trades, though they were lucrative and employed 
many. It was the connection with the Staple which supplied most of 
the important town families with their wealth. Six Merchants of 
the Staple can be identified in the tax Roll, and a further six persons 
described as merchants, who were probably engaged in trade of the 
same sort. Besides the Wigstons this included the two Reynolds, 
father and son, Roger Gillot and John Dalton, all of whom were 
representatives of families who had been wealthy and prosperous 

36See Note r6. 
37Thompson, 205, Note C, includes Thomas Haselrigg in the same list of 

gentry as Wigston. Godfrey Somerset was assessed at £8 in goods in 
the Subsidy roll of 1524. Farnham, Leicestershire Medieval Village 
Notes, iv, 397. 

38Leicester Probate :Registry: Transcripts of Wills for 1535. Glovers and 
Whitawers later came into bad odour with the Staplers for dealing 
in wool-fells, and it is significant that they are associated in the 
Ordinal of 1609 with the Fellmongers. Thompson, 464. 



WEALTH AND TRADE IN LEICESTER IN THE 89 
EARLY SIXTEENTH CENTURY 

in Leicester for the better part of a century and all of whom, with 
the exception of the last mentioned, were rich men at the time of 
the Subsidy. 39 

This trade must have supplied some employment for the poor of 
the town, for the will ot William Wigstoh the Younger shows that 
the wool was packed at Leicester before dispatch to Calais. The 
Wool Chambers contained little wool, but 189 ells of packing 
canvas. 40 It must also have supplied the stimulus for non-residents 
to take up the Freedom. 4 · 5 per cent. of the entries are character
ised in this fashion, and come from as far afield as Coventry and 
Tamworth. Local yeomen of some substance are also found among 
their number. Thomas and Richard Thorpe of Queniborough were 
admitted in l5IO-II, and appear as the largest taxpayers in that 
village, being assessed at £30 apiece in goods. Both are describerl 
as butchers, and presumably had hides tci sell. 41 Thomas Pope 0f 
Great Peatling, admitted in 1523-4, was assessed in the same subsidy 
at £24, and he shared this, the highest assessment, with one Thomas 
Parkyn. 42 

The attraction of the town is shown by the fact that here again 
the most numerous trades specified are concerned with wool, clothing 
and leather. Out of 27 names for which the occupation is specified, 
no less than 19 are dexters, tanners, butchers, shearmen or mercers. 

For all this, the connection of the Staplers with Leicester was 
. in decline. Wigston must have been the last man to make a really 
substantial fortune out of the export of raw wool. 43 All the evidence 
indicates that it was harder to draw a profit from the trade, par
ticularly after the loss of Calais in Mary's reign. 44 This decline, 
together with the migration of the Wigston connection tq Warwick
shire, much have hit Leicester hard, and was an additional cause 

39Cely Papers (Camden Society, vol. i, 1900) . Both the Wigstons and the 
Daltons were well known to the Cely family, and Richard Cely at 
one time appears to have contemplated marriage with the daughter 
of the latter house (p. 58). They collected their wool from other 
areas in the main, however. Wool seems to have been transported 
from Leicester to London by cart and packhorse (p. 156) . 

40A. Hamilton Thompson, A calendar of charters and other documents 
belonging to the Hospital of William Wyggeston at Leicester (1933), 
42 . 

41Famham, iii, 333. 
42Ibid., iii, 315 . 
43See Note 39. Unlike some Staplers he does not appear to have had any 

connection with the Merchant Adventurers, for the inventory of his 
merchandise both at Leicester and Calais makes no mention of cloth. 

44An account of the later history of fortunes of the Staple may be found in 
E . E. Rich, The Ordinance Book of the Merchants of the Staple 
( 1 937). 
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of the decay of the town. It was left to the townspeople to preserve 
the wool trade as best they could, and to derive their profits from 
the more local industries, the sale of cloth and clothing, and the 
development of the trade in leather and hides. In this latter 
connection it is worth noting that Thomas Tatam, the founder of 
the family of tanners which was later to hold an influential position 
in the town, 45 was admitt~d in 1526-7, and was assessed in the sub
sidy at the modest value of £5 in goods. He, together with three 
others of the five tanners traceable in the Rolls, lived in the third 
Ward outside the North Gate, by the river, which seems in the 
sixteenth century to have had tanneries scattered along its length, in 
increasing number as the trade grew in importance. 

V. THE ADMINISTRATION 

It was not originally intended that this paper should be con
cerned with the borough in its capacity as an organ of local govern
ment, but the distribution of wealth is so much bound up with the 
town administration that it is impossible to ignore it altogether. In 
fact it seems to cast still further light on the class structure and con
centration of wealth in the town. 

The body of the Freemen was the limiting factor of the Franchise, 
and it consisted of little more that 220 persons out of a total number 
of taxpayers of about 420. That is to say, only just over half of 
the taxpayers were Freemen, and they represented a very small 
fraction of the whole population. It must be admitted that no 
very high barriers were put in the way of townsmen who wished to 
become Freemen, provided they were acceptable and that they had 
completed their apprenticeship. The fine of ros. demanded of these 
latter remained the same from the first Chamberlain's Roll of 1517 
until 1836, and with the rise in prices this must have become 
progressively easier to find. The disadvantage was that it bound 
men to submit to the rules of the corporation, a fact that is empha
sised by the continual raising of the price of the Freedom for out
siders during the same period. 46 It was in fact an advantage to 
have all the wealthier inhabitants of the town as Freemen as it made 
them easier to tax and easier to control. Besides this, entry into the 
Guild did not confer a voice in town government, since the Act of 

45Billson, Medieval Leicester, 172, gives a short account of the history of 
this family. 

46Hartopp Register, xix. The original chamberlain's rolls in the Town 
H all show that the regular payments which, according to Hartopp, 
were exacted from 1660, were exacted habitually before this da te. 
That is to say, 5s. for second sons and nothing for eldest sons. The 
fines for strangers were raised during the sixteenth century to 20s. 
in 1562 (Bate~on, iii, IOI) and again to £5 in 1587 (Bateson, iii, 242) . 
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1489 had created the co-opted body of the 48 in place of the true Com
mon Hall. 47 The sixteenth century was almost as suspicious of the 
intentions and abilities of the under-privileged as the eighteenth. 

Miss Bateson has pointed out, on the other hand, that this 
oligarchic system did not necessarily mean a corrupt administration 
-it made in some ways for a more orderly conduct of local affairs 
than might have been possible under other systems of government, 48 

and the cost of participation in office was so prohibitive that it is 
small wonder that the burgesses should think that 'he who pays the 
piper should call the tune'. The dangers of oligarchy are real 
enough, but they were not then as apparent as they became later. 
However that may be, the correspondence of office and wealth is 
clear. Table V shows the proportion of taxpayers in each 
Group who were unidentifiable either as Freemen or as of office
holders. It is hardly surprising to find that of those in Groups V 
and VI none are missing, while the decline in correspondence of 
wealth and enfranchisement declines with the value of the assess
ment. The lowest class has the highest proportion of unidentifiable 
persons, 72 per cent. in all. Of the 14 members of Group IV who 
were unidentifiable, only two were assessed at more than £3. It 
seems reasonable to suppose that, granted some omissions in both 
the tax Rolls and the Registers (e.g. the entries for 1485-6, 
1486-7 and 1515-16), something like 40 per cent of the taxpaying 
population of the lower grades were without even the full 
privileges of trade. It seems clear that they could attain the status 
of master-craftsmen in the occupations. The Chamberlain's Rolls 
show that the fine of 20d. for setting up an occupation was not 
accompanied by any proviso respecting attainment of the Freedom, 
but no advancement could be expected unless this qualification had 
first been obtained. 

Amongst the lower grade of Freemen, 17 per cent. of Group II 
and 15 per cent. of Group III were also office holders, but it is 
significant that nearly all of these were recent admissions, that is to 
say they were men with careers still ahead of them. , Some of them 
even rose to high office. To take one example only, John Pare, 
draper, was assessed in the Rolls at 20s. in goods. He was not 

47Summary printed in Bateson, ii, 319. 
4BBateson, Vol. ii, p. xlvi, for an excellent discussion of these points. Cf. 

the view expressed by E. F. Carritt in Ethical and political thinking 
(1947) 152: 'Contrary to received opinion, I think democracy is more 
desirable, if more cumbrous, in a large than in a small community, 
especially if its administration be decentralised.' 
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admitted until 1525-6, but by r558 his name is to be found in an 
extant list of the 24. 49 

Thus, though office-holding was fairly widespread among the 
Freemen, only wealth brought the highest honours. The fine for 
the redemption of the Chamberlainship, set at £5 in r52r, was a 
prohibitive one for the poorer craftsman, yet at the same time it 
seems clear that no man. might be considered for the 24 unless he 
had first served in it or redeemed the office by paying the fine. so 

VI. CONCLUSION 

The study of the Subsidy Rolls, the Freemen's Register and 
the borough records in conjunction thus adds considerably to our 
knowledge of Leicester as an early sixteenth century borough. For 
the first time it is possible to get a clear picture of the community 
as a whole and to see the classes into which the inhabitants were 
divided. It is possible also to discover the sort of trades and the 
conditions under which they functioned, which provided the town 
with its raison d'etre. For the first time too it is possible to see 
Leicester in economic relationship not only to the county but to another 
borough as well. It is possible to assess the degree of poverty from 
which the town was suffering and to make some conjecture as to its 
cause: a conjecture which throws much light on the future develop
ment of trade within the town. Finally it is possible to see in 
perspective the relation of wealth to the governing body in the town 
and the structure of oligarchy to which it was subject. 

We find as a result that though the wool-trade was the 
most profitable, drawing its raw material from the countryside, 
and bringing wealth into the town from elsewhere, it affected only 
a relatively few persons, the main occupations of the town being 
the sale of cloth and clothing and the trade in hides and leather. 
Of these two the former was much the more profitable, though later 
in the century the latter appears to have equalled, and even out
stripped it. 

49Bateson, iii, 460, prints this list of the 24 in full. 
SOBateson, iii, 460. Comparison of this list of the 24 (containing 25 

names) of 1558-9 with the names of the chamberlains shows that 
only six of them do not appear to have served the office or redeemed 
it. This number is so large, probably because of the deficiencies in 
the chamberlain's rolls before that year. In 1583, Blaise Villers, a 
Merchant of the Staple, was made free of the Corporation, and it is 
recorded that he was made one of the 48, and then nominated to be 
one of the Mayor's brethren (that is one of the 24) on the same day: 
'Also it was then agreed he should pay to the Chamber of the town 

of Leicester for his fine for the redemption of this Chamberlainship, 
and for that he was presently to be preferred to the bench 5os.'
a clear indication, of the crucial importance of this office (Bateson, 
iii, 194). 
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We find also that the profit of the Staplers was falling, and 
that Leicester was being thrown back upon its local trades for its 
wealth. For this reason the town was in a serious decline. This 
was the major cause of the poverty to be found there, as also was the 
lack of an industry, such as the clothing industry which could afford 
much employment to the poor journeymen and craftsmen who lived 
there . Those craftsmen who were in work appear to have been well 
off, some of them even rich when their occupation concerned retail 
trade, but there was insufficient work to go round, hence the poverty
stricken state of the residue of the population. 

Small wonder therefore if, together with wealth, the monopoly 
of office also found its way into the hands of a few, a few who 
admittedly exercised their imagination to a great extent to solve 
the problem of poverty. Not yet had the wealthy merchants turned 
an entirely blind eye to the sufferings of the poor. 

The study of this type of evidence has, however, an importance 
beyond that of purely local history. In the first place it helps to 
demonstrate the effects of the concentration of wealth into the hands 
of a few persons as a general phenomenon of the time, and as a 
corollary it has much to contribute to our knowledge of sixteenth
century poverty and its causes. It gives us a general standard by 
which we can measure the most profitable occupations alongside 
the lesser ones, and assess the influence of the former on the 
development of the latter. Above all, by the method of comparison it 
offers an opportunity to compare the relative size and wealth of 
boroughs at this time: a matter of very great importance which must 
render the findings in this paper liable to revision in the light of the 
general pattern that would emerge were all towns subjected to the 
same analysis, and the results tabulated. The method of analysis 
of the Subsidy RoJls thus seems to promise an opportunity of seeing 
the social and particularly the economic structure of England and 
English towns in relation with each other at a crucial moment in 
English history, ten years before the Reformation and forty after 
the accession of the first of the Tudors. 
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TABLE I. COMPARISON OF TAX-PAYING PERSONS IN NOTTINGHAM 

AND LEICESTER EXTRACTED FROM THE SUBSIDY ROLLS OF 1524. 

(a) LEICESTER (b) NOTTINGHAM 
Class of Rate No.of No. of 

Taxpayer of Tax Amount of Amount of 
Paid Per- Tax Paid Per- Tax Paid 

sons sons --
In wages 20s. 4d. 31 £0 : 10 : 4 45 £0 : 15 : 0 

" " 40s. 12d. 2 £0: 2 : 0 2 £0 : 2 : 0 

" " 5 marks 20d. - - 1 £0: 1 : 8 
In goods 20s. 4d. 144 £2: 8 : 0 87 £1 : 9 : 0 

" " 40s. 12d. 76 £3; 16 : 0 66 £3 : 6: 0 

" " £3 18d. 35 £2 : 12 : 6 18 £1 : 7 : 0 

" " 5 marks 20d. 1 £0 : 1 : 8 3 £0 : 5 : 0 

" " £4 2/- 25 £2 : 10 : 0 13 £1 : 6 : 0 

" " £5 2/6 13 £1 : 12 : 6 4 £0 : 10 : 0 

" " £6 3/- 11 £1 : 13 : 0 4 £0: 12 : 0 

" " 10 marks 3/4 1 £0 : 3 : 4 1 £0: 3 :4 
, .. 

" £7 3/6 3 £0 : 10 :6 - -

" " £8 4/- 6 £1 : 4 : 0 5 £1 : 0 : 0 

" . " £10 5/- 11 £2 : 15 : 0 10 £2 : 10 : 0 · 

" " £12 6/- 3 £0 : 18 : 0 ~ £0 : 12 : 0 

" " £13 6/6 1 £0 : 6 : 6 - -
" " 20 marks 6/8 5 £1 : 13 : 4 3 £1 : 0 : 0 

" " £14 7/- 3 £1 : 1 : 0 1 £0: 7 : 0 

" " £15 7/6 1 £0 : 7 : 6 1 £0: 7 : 6 

" " £16 8/- 3 £1 : 4 : 0 4 £1 : 12 : 0 

" " £18 9/- 2 £0 : 18 : 0 1 £0: 9 : 0 

" " £19 9/6 1 £0 : 9 : 6 - -

" " £20 20/- 7 £7 : 0 : 0 4 £4: 0:0 

" " £25 25/- 2 £2 : 10 : 0 1 £1 : 5 : 0 
.. " £30 30/- 1 £1 : 10 : 0 - -

" .. £40 40/- 10 £20 : 0 : 0 3 £6: 0 : 0 
.. .. £50 50/- - - 2 £5 : 0 : 0 .. " 

£60 £3 1 £3 : 0 : 0 3 £9 : 0 : 0 .. " £80 £4 2 £8 : 0:0 - -
' " £100 £5 1 £5 : 0 :0 1 £5 : 0 : 0 

" " £600 £30 I £30 : 0 : 0 - -
In lands £2 2/- - - 1 £0: 2 : 0 

" " £6 6/- -- - 1 £0: 6 : 0 

" " 10 marks 6/8 - - 1 £0 : 6 :8 

" " £16 16/- - · - I £0: 16 : 0 
Aliens in wages 20s. 8d. - - 2 £0: 1 :4 

" " goods £12 12/- - - I £0 : 12 : 0 
Unknown: wages 16d. - - J £0: 1 : 4 

goods 16d. - - 1 £0: 1 : 4 
wages 6d. - - I £0: 0 : 6 

TOTALS 403 £103 : 16 : 8 295 £50: 6:8 



TABLE II. COMPARISON OF DISTRIBUTION OF TAXABLE WEALTH BETWEEN TAXPAYERS IN NOTTINGHAM AND LEICESTER. 

(a) LEICESTER (b) NOTTINGHAM 
Taxable Taxable 

Group Property Property 

Number Status of Group No. in % of owned by % of t he No. in % of owned by % of the 
Group Taxpayers Group Whole Group Taxpayers Group Whole 

(to nearest (to nearest 
£) £) 

---- ·----- ---- - --- - -------
I Wage Earners 33 8 ·2 - - 52 17· 6 - -

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

II 20 / - in Goods 144 35·8 £146 7- 1 87 29·5 £87 6·7 

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

III 40 / - in Goods 76 18·9 £152 7 .5 66 22·4 £132 10·2 

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

IV Over £2 and under £10 95 23·6 £415 20·4 49 16·6 £210 16·1 

--------------------
V £10 and under £20 30 7.5 £ 386 18·9 23 7•8 £267 20 · 5 

------------ ---- - - --
VI £20-100* 24 6·0 £940 46·1 14 4 . 7 £605 46·5 

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

VII Income from Land - - - - 4 1·4 £31 -
---- ----- ---- ---- -------- ----

TOTALS 402 100 · 0% £2039 100·0% 295 100 · 0% £1301 100 · 0% 

* Wigston the Younger is omil:ted from this class as he overbears the whole population, alone owning 22 · 4 % of the gross taxable wealth of the 
tow,n-if this be added to the total Taxable Wealth of Leicester the resultant sum (£2639) is more than double that of Nottingham! 



96 LEICESTERSHIRE ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY 

TABLE IV. SHOWING THE PROPORTION OF VARIOUS TRADES TO THE 

WHOLE BODY OF THE FREEMEN AS REVEALED BY THE ENTRIES IN 

THE REGISTER, I475-I535· 

I. 

. 1. 

2. 
3. 

4. 
6. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 

11. 

II. 

1. 

2. 

3 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 
8. 

9. 

III. 
1. 

2. 

V. I 

V a 

Groups of Trades 

CLOTHING AND ITS 
BY-PRODUCTS 

Tailor ... ... . .. 
Mercer .. . ... 
Weaver . .. . .. 
Draper ... . .. 
Sherman ... ... 
Dexter (Dyer) ... 
Hosier ... ... 
Fuller ... ... . .. 
Cardmaker ... ... 
Haberdasher ... ... 
Lytester (Dyer) . .. 

TOAAL ... 

LEATHER AND ALLIED 
TRADES 

Shoemaker, Etc. ... 
Butcher ... ... 
Barker (Tanner) ... 
Glover ... . .. 
Saddler ... ... 
Pa tternmaker ... 
Currier ... ... 
Skinner ... ... 
Whitawer ... ... 

TOTAL ... 

MERCHANDISE, Etc. 
Merchant of Staple ... 
Merchant ... . .. 

TOTAL ... 

OTHER OCCUPATIONS 

UNSPECIFIED ... 

TOTAL OF ADMISSIONS 

Number of % of Total 
Admissions Admissions 

... 40 

. .. 37 

. .. 27 

20 ' . .. 
. .. 12 19% 
. .. 10 

. .. 6 

. .. 5 

.. . 2 

... 1 

... 1 

. .. 161 

... 38 

. .. 37 

.. . 32 

. .. 18 

... 13 17·5% 

. .. 5 

... 3 

. .. 1 

. .. 1 

... 148 

... 9 

. .. 9 2% 

... 18 

... 407 47 · 5% 

.. . 118 14% 

... 852 100% 



TABLE III. AN ANALYSIS OF TRADES TO BE FOUND AMONG TAX-

PAYERS BASED ON SUBSIDY ROLLS, BY GROUPS OF TRADES AND 

GROUPS OF TAXPAYERS (less WAGE-EARNERS). 

TAX PAYING GROUPS % OF lDENTIFYED TRADES by Classes Group Group Group Group Group FREEMEN 
II III IV V VI 

I. CLOTHING, Etc. 
1. Mercer I 7 5 14 
2 . Tailor 5 3 2 11 
3. Weaver 5 2 2 9 
4. Draper 2 I 3 7 
5. Sherman 4 1 5 23"0% 
6. Hosier I 
7. Fuller 1 
8 . Lytester (Dyer) I 1 

TOTALS 15 8 13 4 9 49 

II. LEATHER & HIDES 
1. Shoemaker, Etc. 5 2 5 1 13 
2. Butcher 7 I 2 10 
3. Glover 2 3 2 8 
4 . Tanner I 4 5 
5. Saddler I 3 5 21·1% 
6. Patternmaker I I 2 
7. Currier I I 
8. Skinner 1 

TOTALS 15 9 17 3 45 

III. MERCHANDISE, Etc. 

} 5"6% 
1. Merchant of the Staple ... 3 3 6 
2. Merchant 2 4 6 

TOTALS 5 7 12 

IV. GENERAL TRADES 
1. Baker 4 2 3 2 11 
2. Slater 2 I 4 
3. Fishmonger 2 2 5 
4. Miller 2 I 4 
5. Pewterer I 3 
6. Carpenter I I 3 
7. Ironmonger 2 2 4 
8 . Plumber I 2 
9. Waterman 2 2 

10. Painter I 2 
11. Smith 1 2 25 "8% 
12. Barber 1 2 

2 
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TABLE V. SHOWING THE NUMBER OF TAXPAYERS UNIDENTIFIED 

EITHER IN THE FREEMEN'S REGISTER OR IN THE RECORDS AS 

OFFICE-HOLDERS AND PERSONS OF CIVIC NOTE. 

Number % of 
Identified Number Number 

Taxpaying Number 
in the of ofUnden- Undenti- % of 

of :lied in the Total Groups 
Taxpayers Register Women tifyable each Figure 

or the Taxpayers Persons Group 
Records 

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

Groups I and II 176 (a) 47 2 127 73·9% 72 o/o 

-------------------·-- ---

Group III 77 40 3 34 44 · 1% 20% 

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

Group IV 97 (a) 77 6 14 (d) 15·4% 8% 

------------ ·-----

Group V 32 (b) 29 3 - - -
------------------ ----------

Group VI 25 (c) 25 - - - -
----- ---·- ---- ----- ----- -----

TOTALS 407 218 14 175 - 100% 

(a) Includes one name from the Roll of 1525. 

(b} Includes one name from the return for the Forced Loan of 1523 and 
one name from the 1525 Ro!I. 

(c) Includes William Wigston the Younger. 

Only two of these taxpayers were assessed at more than £3 in goods
at 10 marks and £7 respectively-and they may be considered 
special cases. 


