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In 1525 Leicester was a small town of perhaps 3,000 inhabitants, but 
its two weekly markets, held on Wednesdays and Saturdays, and its four 
annual fairs, two spring and two autumn, made it a centre of local trade. 
These fairs and markets, though essential to the prosperity of the town, 
were not the chief source of its wealth. This was to be found in the wool 
and leather trades. Of the two, the wool trade was by far the more pros
perous, and the richest inhabitants were nearly all concerned in it. It was 
from this source, and the connexion of the town with the Merchant Staplers, 
that William Wyggeston, founder of the hospital that went under his name, 
acquired his great wealth.1 

The town was governed by a Mayor and a Common Hall consisting of 
two co-opted bodies made up of twenty-four and forty-eight Councillors 
respectively.2 Not all the inhabitants of the town were permitted to enjoy 
the full trading privileges of the Borough: they had first to qualify for the 
freedom either by birth, apprenticeship, purchase, or order of the Common 
Hall. 3 Within the town, trade was regulated through the ordinals or rules 
of the occupations or craft organisations, membership of which was not 
confined to the Freemen, though they undoubtedly played the leading part 
in them. 

I. THE BOROUGH BOUNDARIES 

Though many changes have taken place in Leicester since 1525, much 
of the original street plan can still be traced on more modern maps, and it is 
possible to build up a fairly accurate picture of the shape and size of the 
town. 

The main part of the town was bounded on three sides by a wall and 
ditch, and on the fourth side by the River Soar. This Town Wall and 
Ditch began on the north at the River Soar and ran along the south side 
of the present Soar Lane and Sanvey Gate, the west side of Church Gate 
and Gallowtree Gate, and along the north side of Horsefair Street and 
Millstone Lane. When it reached the corner by the Newarke Gateway the 
ditch ceased and the wall turned south and ran along the west side of what 
is now Oxford Street, then known as Southgate, turning west at what is now 
Bonners Lane and continuing along the north · side of this street and Mill 
Lane until it reached the River Soar once more. The whole length of this 
lane from Oxford Street to the river was then known as Mill Lane. 

The town was entered through four gates, one at the intersection of 
High Cross Street (then High Street) and Sanvey Gate, one to the west of 

1 For a full discussion of the population and the wealth and trade of the town at 
this time, see my article "Wealth and Trade in Leicester in the Early 
Sixteenth Century", in these Transactions, vol. xxv. 

2 M. Bateson (ed.), Records of the Borough of Leicester, vol. ii, pp. xliii-xlvi. 
3 H. Hartopp (ed.), Register of the Freemen of the Borough of Leicester, vol. i, p. 

xvii. 
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the present Clock Tower at the end of High Street (then the Swines Market), 
one at the bottom of Southgate Street just north of Millstone Lane (South
gate Street being part of the street then known as High Street). A fourth 
gate, apparently, stood at the town end of the West Bridge. These four 
gates were known respectively as the North, East, South and West Gates.4 

At the beginning of the sixteenth century, there appear to have been 
seven parishes within and encircling the walled part of the town. Three 
of these parishes lay wholly within the walls, those of St. Martin, St. Peter 
and St. Nicholas; and two of them lay partly within the walls and partly 
without, the parishes of St. Mary de Castro and All Saints. Very little 
of St. Mary's parish lay within the walls, though it was a very large parish; 
while conversely, only a very small proportion of All Saints parish lay 
outside. Two parishes lay entirely outside .the walls, St. Leonard's and St. 
Margaret's. 

Within the walls, the most interesting parish is that of St. Peter. At 
one time there appears to have been another parish in the same quarter, 
St. Michael's, but a,s this part of the town, even though it lay within the 
walls, consisted largely of orchards, gardens and closes, the church seems to 
have fallen into decay, and the parish had been joined to St. Peter's by 
1525.5 No formal amalgamation of these two parishes seems to have been 
effected, but it is likely that the parish had no inhabitants and therefore 
simply ceased to function as such. It is now impossible to reconstruct the 
original boundaries of St. Peter's-cum-St. Michael's as it was itself united 
to the parish of All Saints in 1591.6 The parish of All Saints extended 
northward beyond the town wall and included the whole of Northgate Street 
to the North Bridge. It is curious that this parish seems to have divided a 
small part of the parish of St. Margaret from the main area. This section 
of the parish contained the Pingle (the name from which the present Pingle 
Street is derived), and extended along the east bank of the Soar from near 
Soar Lane to the North Bridge. 

St. Mary's parish was exceptionally large, and incorporated the whole 
of the south-eastern corner of the town, including Red Cross Street and the 
West Bridge. It extended about a mile and a half westwards from the West 
Bridge at its furthest point, and about a mile and a quarter southwards from 
the South Gate. 

St. Margaret's, which adjoined St. Mary's on the east, extended about 
a mile north-east up the Belgrave Road from the present Clock Tower, and 
the same distance east along Humberstone Gate, and south-east along the 
London Road. 

St. Leonard's parish, on the other hand, was very small: it was situated 
on the north bank of the Soar opposite the North Bridge, and took in a 
small part of Woodgate and Abbeygate. The land on either side of St. 
Leonard's parish, adjoining the Soar on the south and the parishes of St. 
Mary's on the west and St. Margaret's on the east, was extra-parochial, and 
belonged to Leicester Abbey. 

4 Charles Billson, Mediaeval Leicester (r920), eh. I. So much of the detail of this 
article is derived from this book that, where no specific references are given 
for the statements made, it can be assumed as the authority together with 
the list of references that it includes. 

5 Billson, op. cit., 77. 
6 Bateson, op. cit., iii. 27r. 
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Though the Borough parishes cast a wide circle round the nucleus' of 
the town, on the east, south and west, and to a lesser extent on the north, 
it is not right to assume that the area of the Borough itself extended to these 
limits. The chief reason for this is to be found in the existence of 
"liberties", that is independent jurisdictions owned by private persons. The 
two most important of these were the Liberty of Bromkinsthorpe and the 
Bishop's Fee, both of which probably originated before the Conquest. 
Within these liberties the Borough had no authority. The Liberty of 
Bromkinsthorpe lay in the West Fields of Leicester in the parish of St. 
Mary de Castro and was divided into two manors, Westcotes, which belonged 
to Leicester Abbey, and Dannett's or Walsh's Hall, held by the Dannett 
family. 7 It comprised the whole of the area of the parish west of the River 
Soar. In fact the population of this large area was extremely small, and the 
lack of authority there was of little consequence to the town. The Dannett 
family were in any case very closely connected with the Borough at this 
time.8 The parish of St. Leonard also lay outside the Borough boundaries, 
and the remainder of the land adjacent to the Borough on the left bank of 
the river was owned by Leicester Abbey, and was therefore exempt. The 
Borough had, therefore, no jurisdiction over the parishes beyond the Soar. 
The only right possessed by its inhabitants was that of gathering fuel in 
Leicester Forest. 9 

It is more difficult to define the Liberty of the manor of the Bishop's 
Fee. This lay in the east fields of the town in St. Margaret's parish, 
and was very much more populous. It seems that from the Conquest the 
Bishop of Lincoln had owned a large estate there, and it is significant that 
the Church of St. Margaret was a Prebend of Lincoln Cathedral. This 
estate was known as. the Bishop's Fee, and the Bishop held a court of his 
own for it, a Court Leet. Together with perquisites of Court, it was valued 
at £17. 4s. od; in the Valor Ecclesiasticus of 1535.10 Unfortunately for the 
topographer it is not a nice rounded holding that can be drawn on a map. 
Besides a very large area of land in the East Fields, over which all the 
inhabitants of the parish had rights of common after harvest, it consisted of 
about twenty tenements scattered in Church Gate, Humberstone Gate 
(almost the whole of which was included in the Fee), and Gallowtree Gate. 
A list of the inhabitants of the Bishop's Fee in 160511 includes thirty-two 
names, and it is possible that some of the original holdings had been divided 
by this time. An additional complication is the fact that persons living in 
the Fee could, if they wished, become Freemen of the Borough of Leicester, 
provided that they submitted themselves to the jurisdiction of the town. 
An oath, probably dating from the late fifteenth century, was taken by 
those that entered the Chapman's Guild, that is became Freemen: it 
specifically stated that "I shall lote and scot with my brethren of the Gilde, 
whethre I dwell in the townes fraunchessez or in the Bishop's Fee or any 
oder place" .12 

7 G. Farnham, Village Notes, M.S. in Leicester Museum Archives; Nichols, History 
of Leicestershire, iv. 565. 

8 In I547 the Town purchased the Bailiwick from Thomas Dannett: Bateson, op. 
cit., iii. 54. 

9 Bateson, op. cit., i. 43. 
10 Valor Ecclesiasticus, iv. 3. 
11 Borough Records: Press 22, Box 18, no. 7a. 
12 Bateson, op. cit., ii. 320. 



22 LEICESTERSHIRE ARCHltOLOGICAL SOCIETY 

Outside the South Gate also there was some limitation of the juris
diction of the town owing to the influence of the Lord of the Honor of 
Leicester, who was the immediate Lord of the Borough, Leicester having 
been mediatised during the course of the . twelfth century. In fact these 
South Fields were entirely uninhabited until 1804, and as late as 1815 it 
was stated that they formed part of the county.13 

Under these circumstances it is not at all easy to define the exact limits 
of the Borough at this time. It seems probable that it extended to all those 
inhabited areas of the town between the North Gate and the North Bridge, 
and in the East and South Fields immediately adjacent to the town walls, 
excepting only the parts of the east suburb belonging to the Bishop's Fee. 
The area of the Borough Rate is however, drawn on Ellis' Survey of 1828, 
and it seems that it was substantially based on the old jurisdiction of the 
Borough. On the north and west the . jurisdiction of the Borough appears 
to have been limited by the line of the Soar. On the east it seems to have 
included the whole of Belgrave Gate to the "Spittle House", the whole of 
Church Gate, with the exception of a few houses belonging to the Bishop's 
Fee, a small part of Humberstone Gate, and most of Gallowtree Gate. 
On the south the jurisdiction is more difficult to decide, but it appears to 
have extended no further than St. James' Chapel, which stood on the site 
of the present Infirmary; at least this is the limit laid down when the Ward 
was established in 1484.14 

II. THE w ARD BOUNDARIES 

The same account of the Wards, which helps to delimit the boundaries 
of the Borough, also shows the way in which the town was divided for 
administrative: purposes. These Wards were first established in 1484, 
with the object of ensuring the preservation of good order in the town. 
Each was put in charge of an Alderman, chosen from among the "Mayor's 
brethren", that is, from the Twenty-four, the senior of the two co-opted 
bodies which governed the town. The Alderman had to be resident in the 
Ward he governed, or the one nearest it, and he was responsible to the 
Mayor for the punishment of all petty offenders there. This is in itself a 
significant comment on the troubled nature of the time immediately before 
the accession of Henry VII. Once established, these Wards were used as 
convenient administrative units for the collection of taxes, rates and the 
like. 

There were twelve Wards, the first beginning at the High Cross, which 
stood at15 the cross roads where the present High Cross Street, Southgate 
Street, St. Nicholas Street, and High Street meet. It continued northward 

13 Judgment of Ellenborough, C. J., in the case of BATES v. WINSTANLEY, 
Michaelmas Term 1815: Maule and Selwyn, Reports of Gases in the 
Court of King's Bench, iv (1815/16), 429-442. 

14 Bateson, op. cit., ii. 305-308. Provisions repeated jn 1499 facsimile copy, ibid., 
Plate 3; transcript, p. lxxxii. 

15 There is in High Cross Street, just north of the High Street traffic lights, a cross 
in the middle of the road marking the. spot where the Elizabethan High Cross 
stood before it was removed during the nineteenth century. The Elizabethan 
Cross replaced an earlier cross, and it may be that this earlier cross actually 
stood in the centre of the cross-roads. In 1499 the first and teni:h Wards 
were made to begin "at the high cross" and the sixth to end there, and all 
these Wards included "both sides of the street", which certainly seems to 
confirm this belief. 
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on both sides of Highcross Street, then known as High Street, and included 
the present Blue Boar Lane, then known as Mayor's Hall Lane. Westwards 
it included the present St. Nicholas Street on both sides (then known as 
Applegate Street from the High Cross to the West Bridge) as far as St. 
Nicholas' Church. It also took in some of the back areas of the town, 
most of which are now obliterated by the railway and the Central Station. 
The streets named are "the lane behind the said church", probably Jewry 
Wall Street, and Black Friars Lane, or the Lane of the Friars Preachers, 
which is now no more, but was recorded as a continuation of Bath Street in 
1828. Another street that can be definitely identified in this area is Holy 
Bones. It seems likely that the street known as Friars Causeway was also 
in existence, as a deed of 1498 concerned four cottages on the east side of 
Friars Preachers Lane, which were bounded on the north by "the lane which 
leads to the Friars Preachers".16 

The second Ward began at the end of Free School Lane, then known 
as Dead Lane, and included the whole of High Cross Street (High Street) 
on both sides to the North Gate. It also included some of the lanes leading 
east from this section of High Cross Street. It seems to have been the 
practice in this document to mention only a few of the streets within the 
wards, and the streets mentioned in this part of the town are St. Peter's 
Church Lane (the present St. Peter's Lane) and St. John's Lane (the present 
Causeway Lane). This Lane also seems to have been called Gaol 
Hall Lane, probably from the fact that the Gaol was situated a 
short way up High Cross Street from the junction of this lane with the 
main street. 1 7 There were also some other lanes in this parish, the most 
notable of which was Torchmere, which ran eastwards along the present 
Cumberland Street from High Cross Street, turning south along the line 
of a lane still in existence and continuing along East Bond Street, probably 
as far as the junction with New Bond Street. There were also two other lanes 
in the area, one leading from Torchmere westwards to St. Michael's Church, 
then in ruins, between the present Causeway Lane and St. Peter's Lane, 18 

and a lane called Cross Lane leading from Freeschool Lane (Dead Lane) 
to St. Peter's Church, which lay behind the High Street between St. Peter's 
Lane and Freeschool Lane. 

The third Ward included the whole of the area north of the town walls, 
that is, both sides of the present Northgate Street and Frog Island to the 
North Bridge. Within this ward were included the whole of Soar Lane 
and Sanvey Gate as far as St. Margaret's Church. Other streets in this 
area, such as Buxton Lane, are also named, though their location is 
conjectural. 

The fourth Ward began at St. Margaret's Church and included Church 
Gate and Belgrave Gate, so far as they lay within the Borough boundaries. 
It did not include any part of the Bishop's Fee. Of the other lanes in 
this area that can be identified, the only certain one is Archdeacon Lane, 
which has recently been lost under the new bus station. Also in existence· 
at this time were Barkby Lane (now Bedford Street) and Sandpit Lane, now 
known as Willow Bridge Street. 

16 Bateson, op. cit., ii. 355. 
17 A. Hamilton Thompson (ed.), Wyggeston Hospital Records, nos. 624, 628, 641, 

643, 672 and 702. 
18 Wyggeston Hospital Records, numbers as in previous note. 
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The fifth Ward included a small part of Humberstone Gate, iiiost of 
which was in the Bishop's Fee, and Gallowtree Gate on both sides of the 
street, again excluding the tenements belonging to the Bishop's Fee. The 
houses in the area of the Clock Tower, on the site of which then stood one 
of the town crosses, the Berehill Cross (sometimes known as the Roundell), 
were also included in this Ward. · 

The sixth Ward began at the East Gate, and ran westwards down the 
present High Street, then called Swines Market. It ended at two tenements 
on opposite sides of the street, where the seventh Ward began, but unfor
tunately they have not, as yet, been identified. The seventh Ward ran from 
this point to the High Cross. 

The eighth Ward included the whole of Silver Street, then the Sheep
market, Loseby Lane, and Town Hall Lane, known either as Church Lane 
or, more often, Holy Rood Lane. 

The ninth Ward consisted of Cank Street and the Market Place, where 
the Saturday Market was held. 

The tenth Ward ran south from the High Cross, and included both 
sides of the main street, then a continuation of the old High Street. It 
finished at the junction of Friar Lane and Castle Street, then known as 
Soar Lane. This must not be confused with the Soar Lane which lay out
side the North Gate. This Ward also included the Hot Gate, now Thornton 
Lane, the remainder of the south-west corner of the town, "and so forthe 
unto the west bryge and without as fer as the fraunches (franchises) goes". 

It has been thought in the past that the Hot Gate was that street now 
known as St. Nicholas Street. The confusion seems to have arisen because a 
rough sketch map made in about 1600 shows a street of this name leading 
from the High Cross to the West Bridge.19 There is evidence, however, 
that the whole of this street was known as Applegate Street, of which the 
Hot Gate was the street now known as Thomton Lane. It seems that there 
Wt!re in Applegate Street at this time a Common Oven belonging to the 
King, and also a Shambles. A draft deed of 159720 mentions a property 
on the north side of Applegate Street with "a Common oven furnys or 
Backhowsse" and the weekdays shambles on the west. On the north 
it abutted on "a certain place or parcell of grownde commonlye called the 
Holy Bones", part of which had then lately been enclosed. That these 
buildings were east of Holy Bones, that is to say in that part of the street 
hitherto believed to be the Hot Gate, is indicated by a feoffment by Robert 
Grene of several persons in a messuage in Applegate between the common 
bakehouse of the King on the west and the donor's tenement on the 
east stretching from the King's highway to "lez Holy Bones".21 This 
tenement appears, by a deed of 1462 to have abutted on the south on a 
property which was. said to front on the King's highway called "le Holy
bones" on the west. 22 This part of Applegate Street probably changed its 
name to St. Nicholas' Street, because the shambles were called St. Nicholas' 
Shambles, 23 and when the shambles disappeared the word Street was sub
stituted. It is interesting to note in this com1exion that the name Shambles 

19 Bateson, op. cit., vol. iii, frontispiece. 
2o Borough Records: Press 22, Box 7, no. 7. 
21 Bateson, op. cit., ii. 430. 
22 ibid., 278. 
23 ibid., 163. 





LEICESTER IN 1525 

Lane is given to this part of the street in a map drawn by J. Van der Gucht 
in 1749, the 9nly known copy of which is in the volume of Nichols' History 
in the Leice~er Borough Reference Library. The identification of Hot 
µate with Thornton Lane can be made through a draft settlement of 1578, 
which speaks of a mcssuage in Applegate Street facing St. Nicholas' 
Shambles and the Church on the north part "and a certayne street or lane 
called Whotgate [a common form of Hot Gate] on the south parte".24 

The eleventh Ward comprised the rest of the High Street to the South 
Gate, Friar Lane and Soar Lane, and included Gun Dyke and Fosbroke 
Bakhouse Lane, though the identification of this latter street is uncertain. 

The twelfth and last Ward comprised the whole of the area of the 
Borough which lay outside the South Gate "unto Sepulchre chirche". 
Sepulchre Church was another name for St. James' Chapel which has 
already been mentioned, and which stood on the site now occupied by the 
Infirmary. It was served from St. Mary de Castro Church, and seems to 
have disappeared sometime during the eighteenth century. No further 
details are given about this Ward, which seems to have included Mill Lane, 
at least the greater part of Millstone Lane, and the present Oxford Street. 

Besides the streets already mentioned there are others to be found 
in the Borough Records at various dates in the fifteenth, sixteenth and early 
seventeenth centuries which probably ,existed in 1525. It is sometimes 
possible to place these with a fair degree of accuracy, and some have been 
included on the map. In this class fall Bawdewyn Lane25 by the River Soar, 
near the West Gate, Maiden Lane 26 which ran south from the Hot Gate 
towards the Castle, and Soaper Lane, which was situated north of the Swines
market. Pasture Lane, north of Sanvey Gate, Whyt Gate, probably named 
after the White Friars, beyond Bow Bridge, and Hangman's Lane, south of 
Millstone Lane, also seem to be old names and have been included for this 
reason. The "Waterlagges",27 which were strips of water-meadow near 
the Soar, are mentioned early and have been included in the place assigned 
to them on the Van der Gucht map, as has the Horsefair. Goswell Gate,28 

hitherto believed to lead off another part of the Roundell, can now be 
identified as part of Church Gate. The remaining streets on the map 
which are un-named are those that seem to be part of the original plan, 
but to which · no names can be assigned at this date. 

Three buildings marked on the map are also worthy of special mention. 
The Castle was occupied at this time as an administrative centre for the 
Duchy of Lancaster, hence the activities of the County Justices were 
exercised from the Shire Hall in the then High Street, and the Gaol for 
the prisoners stood close by. 

Though it is easy to identify those parts of the town which the Wards 
must have covered, it is by no means so easy to identify their exact area. 
In consequence the Wards as marked on the map are, to some extent, 
conjectural, and must be regarded as no more than an approximation. · 

24 Borough Records: Press 24 (1566-1599), Box I M. 
25 1615. Borough Records: Press 22, Box 11, no. 2. 
26 Borough Records: Easter Book and Terrier of St. Mary's, fo. 34. "A note of 

certain tythes belonging to the parish of St. Mary's in Leicester taken out of 
an Easter Book made by John Birche Anno 1572". 

27 1517/18, 1594/95. Bateson, op. cit., iii. 6, 306. 
2B Draft Deed of 1612. Borough Records: Press 22, Box 13, no. IL 
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One of the interesting pieces of information that can be gained from a 
study of the Wards is an idea of the wealth of the inhabitants of various parts 
of the town, and of the numbers of people dwelling there. Thrs information 
can be gathered from the tax returns of 1524,29 which were the result of a 
revised method of collecting subsidies introduced by Wolsey in his efforts 
to raise money for his foreign policy. The tax was levied at the rate of 
fourpence in the pound on personal property and wages valued at less than 
forty shillings, sixpence in the pound on all personal property valued at 
between two pounds and twenty pounds, and one shilling in the pound on 
all personal property worth more than twenty pounds. It was collected in 
Leicester on a Ward basis, and was very comprehensive, including within 
its orbit nearly all the male inhabitants of the town of any substance. A 
study of these tax returns for 1524 shows that the most populous Wards 
were the suburban ones. In these four Wards were to be found 181 of the 
taxpayers mentioned in the rolls, the total being about 400 in all : that is the 
equivalent of about 45% of the taxpaying population. One of these Wards, 
the fourth, which included Belgrave Gate and Church Gate, contained 
59, or just over 14½%, of the taxpayers. The next two largest Wards were 
also in the suburbs, the third (North Ward) and the fifth (Gallowtree Gate 
Ward), both of which contained a taxpaying population of 42, or about 
ro½% of the whole. Following these in order of size were the second and 
twelfth, and again one of these Wards was surburban, the South Ward. The 
three Wards with the smallest population of taxpayers were the seventh, 
eighth and tenth. These Wards contained, respectively, 6%, 5% and 3% of 
the taxpaying population. 

The wealthiest part of the town was undoubtedly the Swines Market 
or the present High Street, which consisted of two of the smaller Wards, 
the sixth and seventh. 38 % of the taxpayers living there were rated at 
over £6 each in goods compared with just over 20% in the next nearest repre
sentative Ward, the eleventh. The tenth Ward had, admittedly, a 
proportion of about 33% in the upper taxpaying reaches, but as there were 
only fifteen taxpayers in this Ward it cannot be considered' truly repre
sentative. The poorest area was that outside the South Gate, the twelfth 
Ward. In this Ward only 8% were rated at over £6 in goods, none of the 
other Wards falling below 10%, the nearest being the second Ward with 
only 10·5%. 

Ill. THE RELIGIOUS FOUNDATIONS OF LEICESTER 

It is not generally realised how great a part religious foundations played 
in the life of even quite small towns during the Middle Ages. In common 
with many other boroughs of the same size or perhaps larger, Leicester had 
a considerable number of them, two of them being very unusual, the College 
of Austin Canons at St. Mary de Castro and the College of the Newarke. 
In all there were nine such foundations, including Leicester Abbey, which 
was, in actual fact, situated just outside the Borough borders. 

Three houses of Friars, Dominican, Franciscan, and Augustinian, were 
located within its boundaries, which at the Dissolution contained at least 
twenty-one religious, ten in Blackfriars, seven in Grey Friars and four in 
White Friars.30 

29 P.R.O., E. r79/r33/105. For a study of the significance of these tax rolls, 
see the paper cited in note r. 

3o Nichols, op. cit., ii. 296, 297, 300. 
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At the time of the Valor Ecclesiasticus the College of St. Mary de 
Castro contained seven prebends, including the Dean's.31 This College was 
under the authority of the Abbot of Leicester Abbey, which was situated on 
the very borders of the town. The Abbey not only exercised religious 
influence over the town through the College, and through owning as it did 
all the parish churches save that of St. Margaret's, but it was also a great 
land-owner within the borough parishes. In 1535 the Abbey manor of West
cotes was of the annual value of £12 and other rents within the town of 
Leicester and "Bruntyngthorp" amounted to £30. 13s. 8d.32 In addition, 
the Abbey rented certain other property within the Borough to the annual 
value of thirty-seven shillings, thirty shillings of which was for a shop 
rented from the King.33 In 1528 there were at least twenty-five religious 
in this house. 34 

In addition to these houses of purely religious importance, there were 
several foundations in a more direct relationship with the town. Before 
Tudor legislation was thought of, England relied upon alms and specialised 
religious foundations for the relief of thei poor. In Leicester at this date 
there existed four such foundations, the most important of which was the 
Newark. This was established primarily as a College of Canons living 
according to their own rule, and consisted of thirteen canons, thirteen vicars, 
three clerks and six choristers. At various dates chantries had also been 
founded in the College, and seven chaplains were maintained to keep their 
rules. Part of the purpose of the College was, however, to maintain one 
hundred poor persons, fifty men and fifty_ women, and ten women servants 
were kept to look after them. 35 This large foundation was naturally very 
rich, and the Valor put the value of rents and farms owned by the College 
in Leicester at £88. 6s. 8d.36 

A further foundation more specifically for the relief of the poor was 
completed by William Wyggeston in 1520. The Hospital of St. Ursula 
consisted of a Master and five attendants, and was intended as a resting-place 
for twelve poor men and twelve poor women. 37 

There were also two other Hospital foundations in Leicester, details of 
which are not known, the Hospital of St. John the Baptist in High Street 
(now High Cross Street), with its "spital" in Belgrave Gate, and the hospital 
of St. Leonard near St. Leonard's Church. 

In addition to all these foundations the town had several religious guilds 
to which the townspeople themselves belonged. The most important of 
these was the Corpus Christi Gild established in St. Martin's Church. 
This was closely associated with the Corporation, and maintained two 
chaplains to say masses for the members. It was for this Gild that the 
Guildhall in Town Hall Lane was built, later purcha~ed by the Corporation 
in 1562. At least three more of the Town Gilds maintained chaplains.38 

31 Valor Ecclesiasticus, iv. 172. 
32 ibid., 146. 
33 ibid., 147. 
34 A. Hamilton Thompson, The Abbey of St. Mary of the Meadows, Leicester 

(1949), 78, 79: Visitation of Bishop Longland. 
35 For details of this foundation, see A. Hamilton Thompson, The History of the 

Hospital and the New College of the Annunciation of St. Mary in the 
Newarke (1937). 

36 Valor Ecclesiasticus, iv. 170. 
37 A. Hami,lton Thompson, Wyggeston Hospital Records, xxv. 
38 Bateson, vol. ii, pp. lvii-lxiii. 
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This brief survey of the religious foundations of the town · is intended 
to throw into relief the degree to which religion pervaded life even so shortly 
before the Reformation as 1525. Allotting only two religious to the 
Hospitals of St. John the Baptist and its satellite, and two to the Hospital of 
St. Leonard, there could not have been less than ninety-one priests of various 
kinds in and about the town, besides their lay officers and attendants and 
the ordinary parish priests. It is small wonder that the wills of all men, 
both rich and poor alike, according to their means, contain bequests for 
religious purposes. To take only one typical example, in the Register 
Book of Wills 1515-152639 is a transcript of the Will of John Martayn, 
Draper of Leicester, proved in 1524. In it he bequeathed 3s. 4d. to each 
of the three orders of Friars "to bring me to the church", and in addition 
he founded an "obit" in St. Margaret's for ever from a house in Belgrave 
Gate and a close in Barkby Lane. Should there be any default in the execution 
of this obit, the purpose of which was to say masses for his soul in 
perpetuity, the lands were to go to the Corpus Christi Gild. 

The religious life of the town, which, so far as the townspeople 
were concerned, had its chief expression in the social-religious gilds and 
in the religious observances connected with the ordinals of the occupations, 
is one important aspect of the communal life which was still led by the 
inhabitants. Beyond this they still ground their corn at the mills of the 
town and baked their bread in the common ovens-one of which has already 
been mentioned, situated in Applegate Street, though there were un
doubtedly others. 

The communal type of farming demanded by the open-field system of 
agriculture also influenced the life of the town. Leicester was not so large 
a town that its inhabitants had entirely lost their agricultural connexions. 
It is true that some enclosure had1 taken place by this date, particularly in 
the West Field (which was largely privately owned), but it must not be 
forgotten that neither the East nor the South Fields were finally divided up 
until the late eighteenth century.40 In 1525 many of the inhabitants had 
holdings in. the Open Fields, besides the general rights that the Burgesses 
had of commoning their beasts over part of these areas. Later in the 
century we find the town government seeking from the Crown the fee farm 
of the lands in and around the town lately belonging to the dissolved 
religious foundations, in particular those of the Newark College, and it is 
the burgesses themselves that take up the leases. 41 

It is surprising, in view of the apparent dependence of the town on this 
common life so shortly before the Reformation, that the abandonment of so 
much custom and tradition should have been effected with such ease and 
rapidity. It is true that the economic life of the town was changing, and 
the decline of the Merchant Staplers was beginning to affect its prosperity, 
even whilst William Wyggeston still lived. His foundation of the Hospital 
is a sure sign that poverty was widespread in the town at this time. Fifty 

39 Leicestershire County Record Office. 
4u. The Enclosure Agreement for the East Fields is in Leicester Museum Archives, 

and that for the South Fields, which I have not seen, may also be with the 
Corporation. 

41 Rental of r592, Borough Records: Press 2, Box 9a, no. r2. 
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years later it is the leather trade that is the prominent occupation of the 
town, and the old families whose wealth had been built on wool, the 
Wyggestons, the Reynolds and the Gyllotts, have given place to the Stan
fords, the Tatams .and the Norrices, whose prosperity depended on tanning 
and butchering.42 

Moreover, during the later part of the sixteenth century the problem of 
poverty grew more pressing, and in order to seek a remedy the Corporation 
sought to establish the manufacture of cloth.43 It maybe that the concealed 
effect of this economic chang~ helped to pave the way for the Reformation. 
At least that may be considered a contributory cause. But the causes of 
the Reformation cannot yet be said to be clearly understood, and this brief 
study of the town in 1525 may show something of the life its people were 
leading ten years before that great revolution began. 

42 See W. G. Hoskins, "An Elizabethan Butcher": Essays in Leicestershire History 
(1950). 

43 Bateson, vol. iii, p. xlviii. 


