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The green island of Croft Hill thrusts itself up suddenly nearly 
two hundred feet out of the wide sea of the Soar flood-plain, 
standing out for many miles around as an isolated landmark of 
distinctive shape. It is, in fact, very nearly the physical centre 
of England. Because of its individual shape and its position it has 
been the scene of events that might not otherwise have come its way. 
In the days before settled urban life, before the countryside was 
criss-crossed with sign-posted roads, and before the roads them
selves were mapped, men met together on these isolated hill-tops 
to transact public business, especially if the assembly had to be 
summoned over a great distance and had to travel over unknown 
horizons. In such circumstances a widely visible and easily 
identifiable landmark such as an isolated hill, or an abrupt range 
of hills rising from an otherwise featureless landscape, was chosen 
for a meeting-place. The hundred court, one of the oldest of 
English institutions, often met on such a hill, or at some well-known 
tree or grove of trees, or perhaps at some man-made landmark like 
a cross-roads.. Thus the hundred-court of Gartree in Leicestershire 
met at the "gore tree," beside the old Roman road and not far 
from the present Shangton Grange, at a tree standing on a gore
shaped piece of land. Similarly, the hundred court of Framland 
met at what is now Great Framlands Farm, on the high clay ridge 
about two miles due north of Melton. This was originally Frani's 
lund or grove, and it too stood beside an ancient road which can 
be traced on the Ordnance map running northwards out of Burrough 
camp along an unfrequented brjdle-road straight into Melton, where 
it crossed the Wreak. Continuing northwards, it climbed over the 
wolds (i.e. wald or forested country) of north Leicestershire and 
ran down Brock Hill into the vale of Belvoir to some unknown 
destination. This track was probably of Iron Age date, as it is 
obviously associated with the hill-fort of Burrough; whjch is of 
that period. The town of Melton grew up long afterwards where 
this ancient way made the crossing of the difficult Wreak valley. 

Both Gartree and Framland gave their names to the whole hun
dred. Where the Guthlaxton and Goscote hundred courts met, I do 
not know, but the hundred of Sparkenhoe (which was not separated 



84 LEICESTERSHIRE ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY 

from Guthlaxton until about 1300) possibly met on Croft Hill, 
which there is some reason for believing may have been called 
sparken hoh originally. 

The hundred of Sparkenhoe is always said ( quoting Burton's 
History of Leicestershire) to have originated in 1346 from the 
subdivision of the great hundred of Guthlaxton, which must have 
covered more than 170,000 acres in its undivided state. There are, 
however, two earlier references to the hundred of Sparkenhoe in 
the Leicester borough records which suggest that it was already 
a working institution by the year 1300. An account dated 19 
November 1301 includes an item: "to the two juries of Guthlaxton 
and Sparkenhoe, bread s½d., beer 1/-, and 6 geese 1/3."1 I have 
found no earlier reference to the name Sparkenhoe . than that of 
the year 1300. 

Ekwall, in his Dictionary of English Place-Names, does not 
mention the name Sparkenhoe at all. Indeed, it survives only in 
the name of a little red-brick Victorian street near the Midland 
railway station in Leicester. But under the name Sparkford (in 
Somerset) he discusses the first element in the name thus: "There 
must have been an O.E. spearca or spearce with some sense that 
rendered it liable to enter into place-names. Such a word would 
belong to O.E. spra:!c, 'shoot, twig', Spracen 'Rhamnus frangula', 
Norwegian sprake 'juniper' . Old Norse Sprek, 'dry twig'. The 
probability is that the word had a meaning such as 'brushwood', 
or else denoted some particular tree or shrub." 

With this clue, it looks as though Sparkenhowe was 'the hill 
where juniper grew' or 'the hill with brushwood'. The next 
question is: where was this hill where the hundred court of 
Sparkenhoe met, the hill that gave its name to the hundred just as 
the 'gore tree' gave its name to Gartree or Frani's lund to Framland 
hundred? 

It w.as usual for the hundred court to meet at some central 
point in the open air, often on a conspicuous hill or ridge if one 
were available, and I think the hundred court of Sparkenhoe may 
well have met on the isolated, far-seen knob of Croft Hill. If so, 
the old name of the hill-dating perhaps from pre-Conquest times
would have been 'sparken hill', the hill clothed either with juniper 
or brushwood. Such;a description would certainly have fitted the 
natural vegetation of this rugged mass of igneous rock, rising out 
of the dense woodland of the valley clay. 

IRecords of the Borough of Leicester, ed . Bateson i. (1899), 233, 235 . The 
Mayor's Account for the year 1300 records a payment of 60 shillings 
to the jury of "Sparkenhowe." 
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The evidence for this identification is certainly slender, but is 
worth consideration. In the first place, Croft Hill rises in the very 
centre of the old undivided hundred of Guthlaxton and Sparkenhoe, 
and it is inconceivable that such an obvious site for a meeting-place 
was not used. Secondly, the barbaric scene enacted on Croft Hill 
in the winter of n24 (which is referred to more fully a little later) 
strongly suggests a meeting of the hundred court: a court "which 
administered customary law in private pleas, did justice on thieves 
and on those who had been slack in their pursuit, and moderated 
discussion between the king's financjal officers and the individual 
taxpayer." Such a court, Stenton continues, "has all the features 
of an ancient popular assembly. It met in the open air, and at 
regular intervals of four weeks, so that no summons was necessary 
to compel the attendance of its suitors. The judgments which it 
gave represented the deliberations of peasants learned in the law, 
who might be guided but could never be controlled by the 
intervention of the king's reeve, their president." 2 

It may be, however, that the court held on Croft Hill on that 
memorable occasion-for its activities are recorded in the Anglo
Saxon Chronicle-was a shire court rather than a hundred court. 
We are told that Ralph Basset and the king's thanes held a 
wittenmoot in Leicestershire at Huncothoe (which can be identified, 
as we shall see, with Croft Hill), and it seems probable that Ralph 
Basset was the sheriff of the county. Certainly the Bassets enter 
frequently into the earliest names of the sheriffs in the second 
half of the twelfth century. Their name occurs fourteen times 
between n58 and rr99. Even so, it is hardly likely that a shire 
court would have been held on the hill and never a hundred court.3 

If Sparkenhoe can be identified with Croft Hill, as I think 
it may, it is possible that the former was the Scandinavian name 
of the hill, co-existent with the Old English name of Huncot hoe, 
just as the river which flows down from above Melton to join the 
Soar was known as Wreak to the Danes and as Eye to the Old 
English. 

However this may be, Croft Hill has been the scene of great 
assemblies from pre-Conquest ' times. In the year 836 Wiglaf, 
king of Mercia, held a council here just as Aethelbald, his 

2F. M. Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England (1942), 295. 
3Again, an ancient road (this time the Roman Foss Way) ran within a 

mile of the hill and would have made access to it easy. There seem 
also to be traces on the map of ancient roads-certainly pre-Conquest 
-making for the hill from the west and the north, but these require 
working out in detail from the new 2½-inch map. 
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predecessor, had assembled a council at Gumley nearly a hundred 
years earlier. The Gumley hills are a conspicuous range fronting 
the Welland valley. As one enters Leicestershire from the south, 
coming down the slopes of the Northamptonshire hills towards the 
Welland, the wooded knoll at Gumley-"Godmund's leah"-dqm
inates the horizon ahead. And here, in 749 Aethelbald had "issued 
a charter to the churches of his kingdom,' in which he freed them 
from all public burdens except the fundamental duties of repairing 
bridges and maintaining fortresses." 4 

At Croft there was a most impressive assembly in the year 
836, the occasion being the granting of land by the king to Hanbury 
monastery in Worcestershire. Whether any other business was 
transacted-presumably it waS-we have. no knowledge. Only the 
survival of a single charter tells us that the assembly met at Croft. 
The grant itself is of no Leicestershire interest. Not only were the 
King and Queen present on the hill, but the archbishop of Canter
bury also, together with eleven bishops, three abbots, ten men 
described as dux, and twelve other magnates, all of whom made 
the mark of the cross on the charter as witnesses. One of the men 
described as dux was Humberht who may perhaps have been a 
local landowner with an estate at Humberstone, two or three miles 
to the east of Leicester, for the name of the village means 
"Humberht's stone". The stone referred to remains to this day in 
a corner of a field to the north of the village. If this supposition 
is correct, it gives us an approximate date for the founding of the 
village of Humberstone, which we can place as early in the ninth 
century. 

Nearly three hundred years later Croft Hill appears once again 
in the records, this time in a hellish scene one December day in 
the year u24. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle under that year 
describes the scene grimly: "This same year, after St. Andrew's 
mass, and before -Christmas, held Ralph Basset and the king's 
thanes a wittenmoot in Leicestershire, at Huncothoe, and there 
hanged more thieves than ever were known before; that is, in a 
little while, four and forty men altogether; and despoiled six men 
of their eyes and of their testicles. Many true men said that there 
were several who suffered very unjustly; but our Lord God 
Almighty, who seeth and knoweth every secret, seeth also that 
the wretched people are oppressed with all unrighteousness. First 
they are bereaved of their property, and then they are slain. Full 
heavy year was this. The man that had any property was bereaved 
of it by violent guilds and violent moots. The man that had not, 

4Stenl:on, op. cit., 204. 
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was starved with hunger." Forty-four men spinning ceaselessly on 
their ropes in the December wind, on the top of that green hill-

M ore pecked of birds than fruit on garden wall. 

Huncothoe (Huncote Hill) is undoubtedly Croft Hill today. 
The summit of the hill is half-way between the two villages of 
Huncote and Croft and was called indifferently after either village 
in early records. In later times, however, the hill was described as 
"common to all the inhabitants of Croft" and had lost all connexion 
with Huncote. 

The Ralph Basset who was the author of the barbaric scene 
described above was probably lord of Sapcote, a village about 
three miles to the south-west 6f the hill, and a member of one of 
the most powerful families in Leicestershire. Other records show 
the Bassets to have been at Sapcote in the early thirteenth century, 
but the reference in the 4nglo-Saxon Chronicle shows them 
established there, in all probability, within sixty years of the 
Conquest. The last of the family at Sapcote, another Ralph Basset, 
died on r7 July r378, leaving only two daughters, who took his 
lands by marriage into other families. 

Another four hundred years go by before the hill appears again 
in the records. This time it is the subject of a suit in the Star 
Chamber, in r546-47, between Sir William Turvile, a neighbouring 
squire, and the inhabitants of the village of Croft. 5 

The bill of complaint of Humphrey Stafford and Francis 
Poulteney esquires, Richard Whyteman and John Smythe alias 
Sharnford, of Croft, recites that the complainants were seised in their 
demesne as of fee of and in "dyverse severall fermes and houses 
of husbande in the towne and fylds of Crofte'' and of divers and 
sundry acres of land, meadow, and pasture belonging to the same, 
with common pasture for their horses, kye, and other beasts from 
time out of mind in the fields and waste ground of Croft as 
appurtenant to the said farms, without let and interruption of any 
person. Nevertheless Sir William Turvyle under the pretence that 
he is the owner of "the one half of the towne of Crafte ... hath 
nowe of late dychyd and hegd wyth quyckesetts the gretter part 
of the gret hyll and wast grounde in the fylds of Crafte afforsayd 
callyd Crafte hyll whyche hyll hath byn in tymes past hetherto 
at all tymes in the yere usyd for the common pasture for all the 
cattell and Neyte belongyng to your sayd supplycants", their 

SP.R.O. Star Chamber Proceedings, Henry VIII, Bundle 28, no. 57. A very 
brief note on this suit is given in Farnham, Leics. Medieval Village 
Notes, v. 302. 
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tenants and farmers and other inhabitants of Croft, and he intends 
to keep the ground so inclosed in severalty. If the enclosure is 
suffered to continue "all the houses of husbandry in the sayd towne 
of Crafte wythyn fewe yers are lyke to be desolate and destytute 
of fermors and dwellers in the same for lacke of pasture for their 
beasts and Cattell'' to the utter loss of complainants and the 
destruction of "the town of Crafte." 

The hedge and ditch were not yet thoroughly finished round 
about the hill, and the complainants had no wish to make any 
unlawful assembly or to commit any riot in breaking the hedge 
already made when they took their common on the hill. They 
prayed for a writ of injunction on Sir William Turvyle, commanding 
him to allow access to the hill as heretofore and not to proceed with 
the hedging and ditching until he could prove his right to do so, 
and to make a convenient number of gaps in the hedge to allow 
complainants and others to use their common pasture. 

The answer of Sir William Turvyle was to the effect that . he 
had a manor in Croft of which Croft hill was part of the demesne, 
and his ancestors had been granted free warren in the demesne 
lands of the manor and had lawfully used and exercised this right. 
For years he had quietly used and occupied the same "as his free 
and severall warren," and had divers times let it at a yearly rent. 
Moreover, Croft hill had been enclosed long before this, and if the 
complainants and their farmers had any common in this ground 
they ought not to have. Further, he had left enough common for 
all his tenants, farmers and other inhabitants of Croft and by the 
laws of the realm he could improve the residue of the waste ground 
of the manor. He had therefore scoured and amended the old 
ditch, and before the delivery of the writ of injunction he had used, 
kept and occupied the same ground in severalty as was lawful for 
him to do. He denied that if the enclosure were allowed to remain 
it would desolate the village of Croft. 

Depositions were taken on 12 January 1547 before the king's 
commissioners specially appointed for the purpose, viz. Thomas 
Nevyll, Francis Cave, and William Skevyngton, esquires, and 
Robert Wyeth, gentleman. For the plaintiffs, the venerable John 
Welche, of Earl Shilton, aged eighty years, first spoke. Neither 
Sir William Turvyle nor his ancestors had, to his knowledge, any 
manor in Croft, but his tenants there had always done suit to the 
king's courts at Shilton, parcel of the duchy of Lancaster. Croft 
Hill had been, for sixty years and more, common to all the 
inhabitants of the village of Croft "without contradiction or lett 
of any person" until within the last two years, when Turvyle 
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"endyched" the hill. He denied that Sir William had ever had 
free and several warren on the hill and said, on the contrary, that 
he (John Welche) and other villagers had always hunted rabbits 
and hares there freely, without any interference in the past. Nor 
had Croft hill ever been enclosed in the past as Sir William alleged, 
certainly not within the last sixty years or more of his own 
recollection. And finally, there would not be sufficient common left 
to the inhabitants of Croft if the hill were taken from them. It 
would lead to the "utter undoing" of the inhabitants, who would 
have insufficient common for the relief of their cattle. 

Thomas Parker of Earl Shilton, aged seventy-four, said much 
the same as John Welche, adding only that four or five years ago 
Sir William had "let the conyes in Craft hyll to one Richard Barloe" 
for four shillings a year who had "occupyed the same unquietly" 
for about two years. If the hill were taken away from the villagers 
they could not pay their rents. 

John Smyth of Stony Stanton, aged sixty and -above, adds 
a human touch to the record. Not only had people hunted hares 
and rabbits freely on the hill as long as he could remember, but 
he himself had "kept shepe upon the said wast grounde from the 
tyme he was vii yeres olde untyll he was xviii yeres olde without 
lett or contradiction of any person or persons." This takes us back 
to the historic year of 1492, when John Smyth sat on a boulder 
among the short turf, a seven-year old boy watching his sheep and 
the cloud-shadows chasing each other swiftly over the wide blue 
expanse of open-field Leicestershire, with its vast quilted patchwork 
of strips rolling away as far as his infant eye could see. 

For Sir William Turvyle, the parson of Frolesworth (one 
Richard Claybroke, aged sixty) said that the defendant had certain 
lands and tenements in Croft, but whether he had any manor there 
he knew not, nor whether the hill was parcel of the demesne lands 
of the manor, as Sir William alleged. But he remembered being 
"amercyed for hunting in the felds of Craft" in the time of Sir 
William's father, which would have been more than forty years 
earlier, as John Turvile had died in 1506; the old parson was then 
a youth of twenty or less. He also rememberd that a piece of the 
hill on one side had been ''in olde tymes past dyched and the 
diche was cast from the hill wards (sic) towards the felds but for 
what cause that diche was made he knoweth not." Sir William 
had "made a newe dyche about the said hill nowe of late" but 
as to the scouring of the old ditch the deponent knew nothing. 

The reference to an old ditch running down the hill on one 
side towards the fields is interesti~g. It is vouched for by several 
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of the deponents. Richard Clements, servant to Sir William, 
speaks of "tholde Diche" which his master had scoured in places; 
John Fulloflove, another servant, mentions it also; but one or two 
of the other deponents denied that there had ever been a ditch on 
the hill until Sir William had made one for the purpose of enclosing 
the hill . Its existence seems, however, well enough authenticated, 
though what its original purpose was we do not know. There are 
no traces of such a ditch today and not a trace of any earthworks 
round the summit of the hill, admirably suited though it might seem 
to be for an Iron Age hill-fort. An aerial photograph might yield 
some clues on this point. 

None of Sir William's supporters produced any evidence that 
he had a manor in Croft, beyond what they had heard him say 
himself, or his father before him. Thomas Callice, of Narborough, 
aged seventy, had heard "olde Mr. John Turvile father to the sayd 
Sir William saye that he had a manor in Craft and furder required 
serteyn of thinhabitants of Craft to be good unto his game or else 
he would enclose the hyll from them." 

The same deponent knew the hill to be parcel of the demesne 
of the manor; ''he knoweth not what fre warrent meaneth but 
he knoweth that the said Sir William and his Ancestors have 
occupyed the said wast grounde to his use with conyes and taken 
conyes there for his house always." He never saw a ditch there 
until Sir William had made a new one and enclosed the hill, and 
until lately the farmers of Croft had always had common pasture 
for their cattle there without interference from any one. William 
Sherman of Croft, one of Sir William's tenants, said that he had 
never heard till this day that Sir William had a manor in Croft 
or that the hill was parcel of the demesne of the manor. Four years 
ago Turvyle had caused the cattle to be turned off the hill, saying 
that it was his free warren, and he had let the rabbits to one 
Barloe. The remainder of the deponents tell us nothing new. 

No result is recorded to this suit, but it is noteworthy that while 
an inquisition on the lands of John Turvile, Sir William's father, 
who died in 1506, credits him with a manor in Croft, the inquisition 
on Sir William's son, Richard Turvile, who died in 1563, merely 
records "certain messuages and lands in Croft and the advowson 
of the parish church of Croft''. 6 This suggests that the Turviles 
had lost their claim to have a manor in Croft and to have the right 
to enclose Croft Hill as part of the demesne of that manor, subject 
to leaving enough common pasture for the village farmers . 

6Farnham, op. cit., v. 300, 302. 
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The last reference to the hill speaks of the village festivities 
of which it was once the scene. "About Croft Hill", says Throsby, 
writing towards the end of the eighteenth century, "are some little 
eminences called Shepherds' Tables. It was the custom, in former 
times, for shepherds to have a day of festivity at certain seasons of 
the year at these kind of summits, which were cast up for the 
purpose. Neat-herds, at this day, have not wholly laid aside the 
old custom of carousing on Old May-Day, on turning the cows 
to the common pasture." 7 We are told nothing of the nature 
of the shepherds' festivities on Croft Hill; they were already a fading 
memory in George III's time. 

Nichols notes (in the first years of the nineteenth century) that 
there was a small eminence in a field at Cranoe "cast up on purpose 
to give the shepherds an annual entertainment.'' It was a quarter 
of a mile north of the church, on the steep hill known as Church 
Hill, and beside the road (now a footpath) leading to Keythorpe. 

It is possible that the half-pagan ceremonies on Croft Hill died 
out in the early part of the seventeenth century under the influence 
of the Puritans. How far Puritan parsons could go in destroying 
the simple customary pleasures of their parishioners is well 
illustrated by the proceedings in the ecclesiastical court at Leicester 
against the rector of Shawell, a village not many miles from Croft, 
in 1637.8 Among other allegations against him, it was said that 
he continually preached that all Sunday sports and recreations 
were unlawful and that many times he had come into the village 
after the evening service on Sunday "where younge folks have 
beene running and dancinge and hath forbidden them so to doe 
and likewise forbidden musicians or fidlers and pipers to play 
saying it was profane and unlawful .... " He had said often 
that he would like to see musicians put in the stocks for playing 
on Sundays and on one occasion he had "bought of one John Wood 
a piper (whoe sometimes played there after evening prayers on 
Sundayes) his pipes wherewith hee soe played and gave him r8d 
or some such summe of money on condition that hee shoi;tld pipe 
noe more on Sundayes." Well might we say that the rustic flute 
had lost its happy, country tone and learnt a stormy note 

Of men contention-tost, of men who groan. 

The contending, groaning rector of Shawell "preached very 
long sermons," said another villager in evidence before the 

'lThrosby, Excursions in Leicestershire (1790), ii. 243. 
8Reports and Papers of the Associated Architectural Societies, xxix (1908), 

524-34. 
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archdeacon's court, "with a long extempora:ry prayer before and 
another very long prayer after them many of which sermons and 
prayers have been ended soe late in the evening that some of the 
parishioners have called for candle and lantherne to goe home by 
and the yong people and others of the said parish church have been 
thereby debarred of their lawfull recreations graciously allowed 
them by his Majestie and of tyme sufficient and convenient for 
fothering of their cattle and doeing of other businesses of necessity." 
The rector had the same views about recreations and music on 
holidays. It was deposed that "on a holyday the said Mr. Clayton 
offered by violence to take away a fiddle or instrument from one 
William Ward of Easnell [Easenhall] in Warwickshire whereon 
he played at Shawell aforesaid and called to the then constable 
for aide to have sett the saide Warde in the stockes for soe playing 
on his instrument to the young people there." It is satisfying 
to record that after a hearing of four days, on this and other charges, 
the rector was suspended by the court and mulcted in costs. 

The parson at Croft in these years was also possessed of 
puritanical views: we are told that he baptised without the sign 
of the cross, but we learn nothing beyond this. If he were anything 
like Mr. Clayton of Shawell he must have viewed the shepherds' 
pagan revels on the hill with much disfavour. I am inclined to 
think that they died out about this time or shortly afterwards. 

No sound disturbs the solitude of the summit today except 
the wind wandering over the wide Leicestershire plain. No one 
would suspect what history has been enacted here on the turf 
among the boulders: the assembly of the great ones in the year 
836-king and queen, abbots, bishops, and magnates in ceremonial 
solemnity; the struggling men under the gallows in the winter 
of rr24; the infant John Smyth watching his sheep in the summer 
of 1492; the villagers hunting hares and rabbits and quarrelling 
with the squire in Henry VIII's time; the shepherds at their May 
Day revels as their cows troop into the new pasture and another 
farming year moves towards its climax. 


