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The following study of the population changes in one large Leicestershire 
village between the eleventh century and the opening of the nineteenth is 
intended not only as a contribution to the social history of that village, but 
also as a general guide to other students of local history in the county. It 
forms, I hope, a guide to the sources which exist for such a study, the special 
difficulties that each presents to the enquirer, and the methods by which 
the sources can be exploited for the purpose of discovering what is happen
ing to the numbers of people in a place. The study of population changes 
is absolutely fundamental to Local History. 

But behind the bare figures of growth, stagnation, or decline, I have 
tried to discern the historical forces at work, and behind them again the 
actual people whom the figures represent. Parts of the paper are necessarily 
a little dull and technical, but I hope the parish historian will persevere until 
he comes to the "human bits"-the epidemic, "the girl at the door of an 
inn", the poor parson's teeming family, the real people behind the great 
abstractions and the dusty trends. 

The sources naturally vary a little in their completeness for different 
places: some places will be more fortunate than Wigston in their records, 
others less so. But, by and large, what I have said here is of general applica
tion and is meant to be read as such. 

MEDIEVAL POPULATION 

The materials for a study of the medieval population of Wigston are 
exceedingly scanty. We have the Domesday record of 1086, a portion of the 
poll tax assessment of 1377, and the indirect evidence of a Leicestershire 
tax account for 1446. In Domesday we are told that Wigston had 32 villeins, 
12 bordars, 31 sokemen, 2 knights, 4 Frenchmen, 2 servi and a bondwoman, 
one priest and a clerk, a total recorded population of 86. If we count the 
servi and the bondwoman as one household only, and ignore the priest and 
clerk altogether for this purpose, we obtain a toral of 83 families at this date. 

,,Wigston was the most populous village in the county in the late eleventh 
century, and Leicestershire was one of the most densely peopled counties 
in England at the same time. 

Unfortunately we have no further sources for estimating the village 
population until 1377, after four visitations of plague had had their effect.1 

The Hundred Rolls of 1279 survive only in an incomplete form and Wigston 
is missing from the Leicestershire portion of the record. This is especially 
unfortunate as it might have given us an approximate population for the 
village at the height of the boom-period of the thirteenth century. 
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The assessment to the lay subsidy of 1327 records the names of thirty
nine taxpayers at Wigston, but the deficiencies of ,this record .in general 
are notorious. It is known that a considerable proportion of the taxable 
population escaped the assessment for one reason or another. 2 Willard cites 
the example of the borough of Leicester among others. Here the assessment 
names 105 taxpayers, but local tallage rolls list between 300 and 400 tax
payers in the same period. In 1336 we find 445 names on a Leicester tallage 
roll, but only 73 on the 1332 subsidy list. Thus the 1327 tax assessment for 
Leicester embraced only a quarter or so of the total population, and the 
1332 list was even more deficient. 

At Evington, just outside Leicester, an extent of 1308 enumerates 15 
free tenants, 36 villeins, and 14 cottagers-65 families in all. But the 1327 
tax-list for the village has only 15 names on it, excluding the lord of the 
manor.3 Here, too, three-quarters of the tenant population escaped notice. 
At Knaptoft, a few miles to the south of Wigstoh, we know that there were 
32 or 33 manorial tenants in 1268-79 but the tax-list of 1327 has only 12 
names on it, excluding that of the lord. Here roughly two-thirds of the 
tenant population escaped the subsidy. Other Leicestershire villages show 
a similar state of affairs.4 

If we apply these results to the Wigston assessment, the 39 taxpayers 
would represent something like 120 households or more. Moreover, the 
1327 assessment yielded only £5 11s. od. from the village as a whole, but 
when the quota came to be fixed in 1334, in order to defeat thesei flagrant 
evasions and irregularities, it was put as high as £8 8s. od., a clear indica
tion that there was known to be a regiment of small taxpayers who had 
hitherto escaped the net. Not only small peasants: we notice that the names 
of some substantial peasant landowners were ·also missing from the list for 
1327.s 

That this estimate of the total population in 1327 is a reasonable one, 
and very possibly a minimum figure, is indicated by the poll-tax assessment 
of 1377 which we may now discuss. This is incomplete, the roll of three 
membranes beginning suddenly in the middle of a village which can be 
identified beyond any doubt as Wigs ton. 6 There are 62 entries on this 
incomplete list, each assessed to pay fourpence, of which 33 relate to man 
and wife. The total yield of the tax, as given at the end of the list, is 68s. 4d. 
From these few data we can make an accurate estimate of the total 
population of the village in that year. 

Every entry on the surviving portion of the Wigston list is set down 
at fourpence, man and wife reckoned as one for taxation purposes. There 
is no attempt to discriminate here, making the wealthy pay more so that the 
poor shall pay less, as in some other villages. Nor is this merely because it is 
the tail-end of the list, dealing with the poorer part of the village: the 
assessor is evidently proceeding systematically up and down the village 
streets ·and listing people as he comes to them. We know this was so from. 
the Wyggeston Hospital charters which tell us the names of people living 
next door to each other for a considerable way up and down Bullhead 
Street. Hence the poll-tax list contains the names of substantial freeholders 
intermingled with those of poorer people, ·and all pay fourpence whatever 
their taxable capacity. Again, in the complete lists on the same roll for the 
villages of Claybrook and Aylestone, everybody paid fourpence; at Blaby 
one entry is set down at two shillings and the remaining 68 at fourpence 
each . . we are quite safe in assuming that the Wigston list, could we have 
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recovered it in its entirety, would have shown fourpenny assessments from 
one end to the other, with the possible exception of one or two names at 
the head of the roll. This being so, the sum total of 68s. 4d. at fourpence 
an entry means that there must have been 205 entries on the complete list. 

Of these 205 entries a certain proportion were man and wife, and this 
must be allowed for. Out of the 62 entries on the surviving fragment, 33 
were man and wife, a good enough sample to estimate the total on the 
complete roll. This enables us to say that out of 205 entries, 109 were man 
and wife and the remaining 96 were single persons over the age of fourteen 
years, a total taxed population of 314.7 On these figures it seems reasonable 
to suppose that there were at least no households in Wigston; 
possibly 120 would not be far wide of the mark. Wigston was still the biggest 
place in the county outside Leicester: the market towns of Melton, 
Harborough and Hallaton had 291, 154 and 109 taxed persons respectively 
in 1381. 

The estimated figure of about 110-120 households for 1377 is 
surprisingly high after four visitations of the plague, but the village popula
tion cannot have been any less on this evidence. It argues an even higher 
population for the first half of the fourteenth century, even if we allow that 
Wigston made good its losses from plague more rapidly than most other 
villages. 

We can make no further population estimate until 1524, but the cut 
in Wigston's tax-quota, made in 1446, shows that there must have been a 
very sharp fall in the population during the closing years of the fourteenth 
century and the first half of the fifteenth; and the low population figures 
for 1524 and 1563 fully bear this out. Wigston's quota for the fifteenth, 
when it should be demanded, had been fixed in 1334 at £8 8s. od. Until 
1433 a cut of £4,000 was made in the national yield of £37,000 (Wigston's 
other town and village in the country, although all over England economic 
conditions had changed, and were still changing, so drastically that these 
quotas were out of touch with reality in an increasing number of places. In 
1433 a cut of £4,000 wa~ made in the national yield of £37,000 (Wigston's 
own contri.bution being cut by 19s. 3d. to £7 8s. 9d.) but this was not 
enough. In 1445, therefore, a Parliamentary commission was required to 
determine what further reduction should be made to townships suffering 
from waste and impoverishment. As a result of this enquiry, the yield for the 
country as a whole was cut by £6,000 in and after 1446; and within each 
county the cut was applied more equitably than the former rebate, according 
to the particular circumstances of each township. At Wigston the cut was 
no less than 40 per cent, one of the highest in Leicestershire. Such a reduc
tion in taxable capacity reflects, it is true, not only a declining population 
but all the consequences of the economic depression of these decades; but 
it is in fact likely that the population of the village had fallen by about this 
proportion. In the early sixteenth century the total population was 
not more than 65 to 70 households, a fall since 1377 of some 40-50 families, 
or roughly 40 per cent. The tax cut of 1446 reflects this drop in the 
population almost exactly in this instance. 

POPULATION IN THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY 

Our principal sources for this period are tax assessments ( chiefly the 
lay subsidies of 1524 and 1525); the ecclesiastical census of 1563; the Liber 
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Cleri of 1603; and to some extent the parish registers. Each of these sources 
has its own special difficulties of interpretation, but if we can secure some 
reasonable measure of agreement between them, our labours will not have 
been in vain. 

The lay subsidy of 15248 was levied on all persons with lands, movable 
goods, or wages worth £1 a year and over, movable goods being defined so 
as to include all coin, plate, stock of merchandise, corn and grain severed 
from the ground, household stuff and all other movable goods round the 
house, and all sums of money owing. Each person was charged under the 
place where he usually lived. No one paid on lands as well as goods, but on 
whichever brought most revenue into the exchequer. This subsidy, with its 
second instalment payable early in 1525, was the most comprehensive tax 
of the sixteenth century: no other tax assessment thereafter is of the 
smallest value for a study of population movements until we CQiille to the 
hearth taxes of Charles !I's ireign. 

At Wigston there are sixty-seven names on the 1524 list. A few can 
be identified as farm-servants living in the master's house, but against these 
one can set three or four families who were certainly living in the village 
at the time but who, for some unknown reason, escaped even this compre
hensive assessment. Such families were the Moulds, Wraskes, Clays, and 
possibly the Cooks, whose existence at this date is vouched for by other 
local records. Apart from these few omissions one can safely assume that 
the list is a complete directory of the households of the village. 

The second instalment of the subsidy, assessed on 6 January 1525, 
fell upon sixty-six persons, though two or three of the names differ from 
those in the 1524 list.9 The total number of householders at this date may 
be taken to be between 60 and 70-certainly not less than 60 and probably 
not more than 70, even if we assume that a few wretchedly poor families 
escaped the record. This figure may be compared with the Domesday 
population of about 83 households, or the probable total of about 120 
households in 1377. 

The detailed return of the population of the vast diocese of Lincoln, 
parish by parish, made to the bishop in the summer ,of 1563 for transmission 
to the Privy Council, is our next source of information. There seems little 
doubt about the substantial accuracy of this return, though a small number 
of parishes are unaccountably omitted and some of the parochial totals 
need a little adjustment to make sense of them. For the archdeaconry of 
Leicester, which was coterminous with the county i,n all but details, the 
total population was 9,164 families. 10 

Leicester was the largest town, with 591 households, and Loughborough 
was now second, with 256. Harborough, Lutterworth, Shepshed and 
Hinckley all had 100 households or slightly more, and then came a group 
of populous villages with 70-80 families each, of which Wigston was one. 
In the eleventh century Wigston had been the largest place in the county 
outside Leicester: now it was well down the list. Both Melton Mowbray 
(with which it was now equal in size) and Wigston had been severely 
depopulated by plague and economic depression, and both were now 
recovering steadily. The return of eighty families for Wigston in 1563 
agrees well enough with an estimate of 60-70 households in 1524-5, 
especially when one discovers from other records (such as the names of wit
nesses to wills or of deponents in court proceedings) that a number of new 
families had come into the village during those 40 years. 



THE POPULATION OF AN ENGLISH VILLAGE 19 

It is during the next 40 years, however, that one sees a really marked 
increase in the village population. The Liber Cleri of 1603n gives a total 
of 380 communicants at Wigston, aged 16 years or over. If we assume that 
children under 16 numbered one-third of the total population we obtain 
a total population of 570 persons at this date. A levy made by the church
wardens in 1624 of one penny per communicant produced 29s. 1od., giving 
358 communicants at that time.12 Possibly the growth of Nonconformity 
was already reducing the number of communicants by two and threes every 
year. 

How does the estimated total of 570 persons compare with the return 
of 80 households in 1563? Here we face that most difficult of all population 
constants, the average number of persons per household; and before we try 
to answer the question we ought perhaps to move on to our next landmark 
-the hearth-tax assessments of 1664 and 167013-and see what help they 
may be able to give. The assessment of Michaelmas 1664 lists 111 house
holds as chargeable with the tax but does not list those exempted on grounds 
of poverty. This information is provided by the 1670 assessment which lists 
114 households as chargeable, and no fewer than 47 as exempt, a total of 
161 households of varying size, from the aged and solitary widow in her 
one-hearth cottage to the large farmhouses teeming with children and 
grown-up sons and daughters. 

In the religious census taken i,n 1676 (the so-called Compton return) 
Wigston is credited with 437 conformists, 18 Nonconformists, and no 
papists, a total of 455 adults of 16 years and over. 14 Assuming once more 
that children numbered one-third of the total population we have a total of 
about 683 persons, occupying 160 or so houses according to the hearth-tax 
returns of a few years earlier. The average number of persons per house
hold is therefore only a little more than four (say 4¼ at the most). 

In the first census return of 1801 Wigston had 354 families totalling 
1,658 persons, an average of nearly 4·7 persons per family. We know that 
the population of the whole country was increasing rapidly in the second 
half of the eighteenth century, especially in the last two decades, and there 
cannot be much doubt that the average number of persons per family had 
increased appreciably at the same time. Similarly, there was more over
crowding of houses: the r,658 inhabitants of Wigston in 1801 lived in 336 
houses, an average of almost exactly 5 per house. In the light of these 
figures it would not be wise to put the number of inhabitants per occupied 
house at more than 4½ in the late seventeentl1 century. The 161 houses 
of the 1670 hearth-tax assessment sheltered, in all probability, not more 
than about 700 persons, a figure which agrees substantially with that arrived 
at from a consideration of the 1676 census. 

We are now in a better position to deal with our earlier estimates of 
population. If we translate the 570 inhabitants of Wigston in 1603 into 
families at the rate of 4¼ persons per household, we obtain a figure of I 34 
households as compared with 80 only 40 years earlier. At 4½ persons per 
household we get a total of 127 households; at 4¾ persons per family we have 
120 families, which we must regard as the very minimum estimate since 
it assumes the average family in 1603 to be as large as that of 1801. 

At a conservative estimate, then, the population of the village between 
1563 and 1603 rose by fully 50 per cent, and quite possibly by as much as 
60 per cent, a dramatic increase in numbers unparalleled since the late 
thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, if even then. By 1600 the 
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population had recovered to the level of 1377. 
Before we accept this great increase from 80 families in 1563 to 120-

130 families in 1603 as a fact, however, we must ask ourselves how reliable 
our estimate of 570 persons for 1603 may be, since it is based in the last 
resort upon the assumption that children constituted one-third of the 
whole population. Is there any confirmatory evidence for this estimate of 
1603? 

Here the parish registers help. A careful analysis of the earliest register, 
dating from 1567, shows that the marriage entries are probably reliable 
from the year 1570-1, while the baptism and burial entries look unreliable 
up to 1574-5. The year ending Michaelmas 1575 is the first altogether 
trustworthy record for baptisms and burials. 1s From 1570-1 to 1579-80 
there were 37 marriages, an average of 3·7 a year. During the next decade, 
the prosperous 1580s, the average rose to 4·5 per annum, and fell in the 
1590s to 3-6. Now the average ratio of marriages to the total population for 
the period 1801-31, a period covered by the official census statistics, 
fluctuated fairly narrowly between 1: 120 and 1: 130 people per annum. That 
is, the population in any given year was between 120 and 130 times the total 
number of marriages in that year. There are obvious drawbacks to applying 
this ratio too precisely to earlier decades (e.g. the marriage-rate itself 
changes, as our figures for the decades of the 1570s, 1580s and 1590s show 
above); but taking the ratio as we find it we have 120 marriages in 30 years 
(1571-1600), an average of four per annum, and applying our multiplier to 
this figure we get a total population of 480-520 for the last quarter of the 
sixteenth century. 

The average number of marriages per annum fluctuates appreciably 
up to 1640. After that date the disturbed state of the country makes the 
Wigston register (in common with many hundreds of others throughout 
the country) unreliable as a true record for the best part of a decade. For 
the period 1571 to 1640 we may tabulate our figures as follows: 

1571-80 37 marriages 3·7 per annum 
1581-90* 47 " 4·5 " 
1591-1600 36 " 3•6 " 
1601-10 50 " 5·0 " 
l6II-20 41 ,, 4•1 ,, 
1621-30 32 " 3·2 " 
1631-40 33 " 3·3 " 

* 10½-year period 

The decade 1601-10 shows an abnormally high number of marriages, 
the aftermath perhaps of the increased survivals of the preceding two or 
three decades, and the accompaniment of years of prosperity. If we wish to 
test the probable accuracy of our estimates for 1603, based on the recorded 
number of communicants, we ought to smooth out this high figure by 
averaging over a decade before and after it. On this basis we obtain an 
average number of 4-23 marriages per annum for the period 1591-1620, 
and multiplying by 120-130 we get an estimated total population of 508-
550. The higher figure will be nearer the truth in the light of all the facts, 
and it is not far removed from the estimate of 570 arrived at by another 
method. 

We can regard our estimate of 120 to 130 families for 1603 as being 
reasonably well established, and we are left .then to account for this increase 
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of 50-60 per cent in the population of the village during the preceding 40 
years. Is there any other evidence to bear it out? 

The answer is that a detailed study of the wills made by Wigston 
people between 1560 and 1603, together with other records which throw 
light on the movements of village families (notably the depositi-0ns in the 
Archdeaconry Court, which give the birthplaces of the deponents), strongly 
supports the fact of a marked increase in population at this period, brought 
about in two ways: first, there is clear evidence that new families were 
coming into Wigston at a rate not known before, and secondly, there is less 
direct but none the less suggestive evidence from the wills that children 
were becoming more and more numerous in the last quarter of the sixteenth 
century and the first quarter of the seventeenth. Either the fertility-rate 
was rising or the infant-mortality rate was falling, or both, during these 
decades; and it is possible also that the general death-rate was falling at 
the same time so that more old men and women survived. 

Let us examine first the evidence for the arrival of newcomers. The 
names of Ragg, Brabson, Brett, Hall, Boulter and Abbott appear as wit
nesses to wills from the 1560s onwards and in the parish registers: they 
are all new names. Other new names that appear in various rewrds in 
these years are Holmes, Measures, Tybson, Coltman, Lawe, Davenport, 
Jackson, Ward, Bloxham, Richardson, Croson, Brewin, and Winter, all 
occurring between 1560 and 1605 for the first time. And all, with a few 
exceptions, stayed on for generations and founded families which them
selves thrust forth two or three new branches in the village in the course 
of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Here are 19 new families, a 
considerable proportion of the total increase of 40-50 families we have to 
account for in these years; and there may be one or two other new families 
which have escaped this minute scrutiny. This immigration into Wigston 
continues after 1603, of course, but we are concerned for the moment with 
accounting for the increase of population up to that year. 

Why did they come into Wigston in such numbers, where did they 
come from and who were these newcomers? The answers to these questions 
would throw a good deal of light upon the economic and social history of 
the period, bun it is impossible to answer them in detail. We can never be 
sure of all the individual motives that governed the movements of ordinary 
families 300 and more years ago: but we can suggest the motives that 
activated some of them even if we cannot be certain in all cases. Some came 
looking for work, others came looking for land. The accident of marriage 
undoubtedly brought some to settle in the village and to perpetuate their 
name there. A chance encounter with a pretty face at a village feast or fair, 
or in the market-place at Leicester, "a girl at the door of an inn", changed 
the face of fortune for many men and we need not look for an economic 
motive. They married their sweethearts in Wigston and they settled there 
for the same reasons that influence men and women to do the same today; 
and a man could easily find employment, or set up as craftsman or trades
man on his own account, in those exuberant years of an expanding economy, 
the greatest boom period in English history as Keynes has called it. Wheel
wright, carpenter, smith, tailor, mason, saddler, baker, butcher and tallow 
chandler, all were needed and could find work to do, even if there was not 
enough land to go round. John Renford married Jane Pawley at the parish 
church on 6 February 1601/2 and settled down in Wigston as a tailor; and 
only a fortnight earlier Edward Frone had married Anna Robotham and 
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stayed to keep one of the four village inns. The Brewins came and stayed 
oo as butchers for generations; and there were many more like them if 
we cared to pursue their humble careers through the tattered, ill-written 
pages of the parish records. Some were labourers, as their wills disclosed; 
they had come in to find work and had stayed on. Such were William Brad
shaw, Robert Jervis and John Winter, all of whom left wills between 1581 
and 1603. 

But the great majority of the 20 or so newcomers who came to Wigston 
were looking for land or other means of exploiting land such as the leasing 
of tithes. The existence of a comparatively large volume of land available 
for long leases under the Wyggeston Hospital seems to have brought some 
(e.g. Brabson, Jackson and Brett); the existence of a fat rectory to be leased 
from the Crown brought others (Lawe and Ward); and the sale, in 1586, of 
the Turvile manor with its hundreds of acres thrown on to the market 
all at once brought yet others (Hall and Freman). 

Miles Brabson came from Husbands Bosworth in the south of the 
county, where his family were well-to-do yeomen. Their name was a 
corruption of the great medieval name of Brabazon, a: family holding large 
estates in south Leicestershire at an earlier date, and they probably 
represented a younger branch of that line. Miles Brabson had married Alice 
Freer on 24 February 1594/5 at Wigston, and on 30 November 1596 he 
took over his father-in-law's lease of a Wyggeston Hospital farm, which 
he and his descendants continued to occupy without a break until 1755. 
Similarly, Dennis Jackson, the first of his name in the village, married 
Elizabeth Wallis of Wigston on 31 July 1603 and took over his father-in
law's lease of a Hospital farm shortly afterwards; and there the Jacksons 
stayed until 1823. Dennis Jackson almost certainly came from the yeoman
freehold family of that name at Countesthorpe, the next village to the south
west, where Robert Jackson had died in 1579 seised of 6½ virgates of land 
held in socage (about 156 acres). Simon Brett had married a Wigston 
woman as far back as 1589 and subsequently took over the lease of the 
largest Hospital farm, shortly after 1600, of which the Freers apparently 
had the head lease.16 His sister had married Arthur Freer in 1588. As with 
the larger landed families, the yeoman used marriage as a means of material 
advancement, and many transfers of land can be explained from the parish 
register in this way. All these newcomers were fairly substantial men when 
they arrived, connected with yeoman families or minor gentry elsewhere in 
the county. They began by making good (i.e. economically advantageous) 
marriages in the village and took over valuable leasehold farms almost 
immediately. 11 

The break-up of the Turvile mal1()[' in 1586, with its consequent sale 
of several hundred acres of land, attracted other families into the village. 
Eight of the sixteen purchasers were families of fairly long standing in the 
village; four were families who had arrived in the preceding generation 
(one or two within the last few years-Boulter and Bloxam); the Cart
wrights had come in the 1540s; and the rest were apparently brought in 
for the first time by the purchase of the Turvile farms, e.g. Robert Hall, 
Ralph Freman and Robert Wylde.18 

Even before this break-up we see new men coming in from outside, 
marrying Wigston women and stepping into copyhold farms by virtue of 
their marriage. The Bloxams, who came from Gilmorton, a few miles to 
the south, seem to have come in with the marriage of William Bloxam to 
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Joan Stretton in 1582, and the great Chancery suit of 1588 tells us that she 
was seised of a widow's estate in a ha1f-yardland farm which she surrendered 
in the manor court on her second marriage with a view to getting William 
Bloxam admitted in his own right. Back in 1557 or so, Thomas Fox had 
come to Wigston to marry Joan, one of the daughters of Robert Wheatley, 
who had thereupon surrendered one of his copyhold farms in the manor 
court to the use of Thomas Fox. Fox was admitted, paid his fine, and was 
"lawfully seised in his demesne as of fee by coppie of Court Rolle". 

Undoubtedly, it was marriages between peasant families-largely 
between younger sons from other villages who would inherit no land from 
their fathers, and daughters or widows of Wigston freeholders, leaseholders 
and copyholders-which mostly account for the appearance of new names 
in the second half of hte sixteenth century, supplemented by those who were 
attracted by thei sales of land in 1586-7. The bulk of the newcomers were 
men seeking land rather than labourers seeking employment. 

Though the immigration into Wigston was very marked between 1560 
and 1603, and was largely the result of the relative ease with which land 
could be acquired in a village where property was greatly sub-divided, 
especially by those with some small capital behind them, this by itself is 
not sufficient to explain the abnormal increase of population in the village 
during that period. For one thing the population of the whole county of 
Leicester was rising steadily in the same years. A comparison of the 
1563 return for the archdeaconry of Leicester and the Liber Cleri of 1603 
shows that there were 9,164 families in the county at the earlier date and 
that forty years later there were 39,160 communicants (adults of sixteen 
years and over), giving a total population of about 60,000. Assuming as 
before an average of 4½ persons per family, we find that in 1603 there 
were roughly 13,300 families in Leicestershire, an increase of about 46 per 
cent since 1563. At Wigston the corresponding increase would have been 
about 59 per cent. 

The considerable difference between the rate of increase at Wigston 
and in the county at large has already been explained by the abnormal immi
gration into the village of men seeking land and acquiring a footing mainly 
through marriage , with Wigstcm women, but it is clear from the high 
increase in the county as a whole that there is a further factor at work. 

There is good reason to suspect that the population was increasing 
naturally at a faster pace than had hitherto been known, at least for some 
centuries. One has heard so much of the high infant mortality-rate of 
medieval and later periods, and of the alleged conditions of social health 
and hygiene to account for it, that one reads with surprise in the documents 
of the extraordinary number of children who nevertheless survived the 
perils of infancy, grew up and married, and had large broods of their own; 
and one suspects that these generalisations about mortality-rates in past 
centuries need some re-examination, especially for the thxee generations 
between about 1560 and 1650, if no more. 

The wills of Wigston people in the last decades of the sixteenth 
century and the early part of the seventeenth teem with children and grand
children. Robert Croson (1585) left two sons and six daughters. John 
Smith, in the same year, refers to the seven children of his son Thomas 
and the five children of his son William. William Chamberlain in 1587 left 
five sons and thxee daughters, Robert Browne thxee sons and four daughters. 
In 1581 Walter Clarke left behind him seven sons and daughters, and 



24 LEICESTERSHIRE ARCH£0LOGICAL AND HISTORICAL SOCIETY 

William Symon six children in the same year. Six, seven or eight growing 
children in the family were the general rule in the 1580s, and it is possible 
that in the next generation this number had increased still further. 1 9 We 
know the number of children begotten by the poorer clergy in Leicester
shire, who differed in no relevant respect from the ordinary village families, 
from their answers to the demands of the subsidy collectors in 1614-5. The 
vicar of Cosby pleaded that he had 13 children living, the parsop of 
Enderby had 10, the vicar of Peatling 12, the rector of Knaptoft 12, the 
rector of Peckleton "ten children and an innocent expending upon my small 
maintenance", the vicar of Hungarton a modest eight. And many other poor 
parsons wrote in likewise. The typical late Elizabethan and Jaoobean family, 
in the country at any rate, resembled nothing so much as the typical 
Victorian household. Both were periods of prolific and, on the whole, 
successful child-bearing, with little to choose between them in numbers. 

This plethora of children is most noticeable in the last twenty years 
of the sixteenth century and in the first quarter of the seventeenth, and 
one cannot be dogmatic about its cause. It is possible that the fertility-rate 
rose towards the end of the Elizabethan period as a result of earlier 
marriages. It is likely that the infant mortality-rate (and perhaps maternal 
mortality also) fell sharply below the level of the medieval and sub
medieval periods at the same time. Possibly both factors were at work 
together. Whatever the dominant factor may have been it seems probable 
that the better and more varied food consumed by the mass of the popula
tion after the middle of the century, and the simultaneous increase in 
house-room, in comfort and in living-conditions generally, all of which are 
commented upon in general terms by contemporary observers like Harrison, 
had a cumulative effect in raising the vitality and resistance of the population 
of the country, especially in the rural districts, and produced by the 1580s 
this astonishing increase of population which can be seen all over England 
in these years. 

So far as infant mortality alone is concerned the statistics from the 
suburban parish of St. Thomas, just outside Exeter, are very suggestive. 
The general social conditions of this parish ( density of houses etc.) wou!d 
have been very similar to those obtaining in Wigston at this date and 
we may perhaps take the mortality figures as roughly comparable. In St. 
Thomas the infant mortality rate was as low as 117 per 1,000 in the 
period 1563-1600; by 1677-1720, with increasing congestion of building, 
it had risen to 167, and by 1736-60 to 181.20 We should find much the 
same general trend .at Wigston, which was filling up rapidly during the later 
seventeenth and the greater part of the eighteenth centuries. It seems likely 
that in the second half of the sixteenth century the infant mortality rate in 
England, in the rural and semi-rural areas at any rate, was reduced to a 
figure not achieved again until well on into the nineteenth century, and that 
this alone would account for a considerable part of the natural increase 
in the population during the Elizabethan period. And the same factors that 
reduced infant mortality almost certainly reduced maternal mortality also 
(e.g. more fresh food and greater house-room and domestic cleanliness) and 
so effected a double saving of life.21 
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POPULATION IN THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY 

At Wigston we detect a marked falling-off in the rate of increase of 
population after about 1620. Our next tolerably accurate population figure 
for the village is derived from the complete hearth-tax assessment of 1670, 
which shows a total of 161 households, taxed and exempt. This can only 
be an approximate indication of the actual number of families, but even 
allowing for some slight ,over-crowding in a few houses the rate of increase 
between 1603 and 1670 is only about 23 per cent, as compared with 50-60 
per cent for the period between 1563 and 1603. 

A more exact check is provided by a comparison between the 
number of communicants returned in 1603 and the number of persons aged 
16 and over returned in the list of 1676. These two figures are almost 
exactly comparable. In the former year there were 380 communicants; in 
the latter there were 455 persons, conformists and Nonconformists, aged 
sixteen and more, an increase of just under twenty per cent. As the 
population continued to grow until about 1620, this must mean an almost 
stagnant population in Wigston between 1620 and 1676. 

The reasons for this slackening, amounting to stagnation in the middle 
decades of the century, can be suggested with a fair degree of assurance. 
The inflow of new families dropped below the high level of Elizabethan 
days as the opportunities for acquiring land dried up; but more important 
than this were a rise in the crude death-rate and a fall in the crude birth
rate and marriage-rate after 1620. We have already seen in the statistics of 
a comparable parish that the infant mortality-rate rose by nearly 50 per 
cent during the course of the seventeenth century. 

One can only speak in general terms, as an elaborate statistical analysis 
of the parish register would be too full of unknowns to be reliable; but the 
following summary table reveals something of the factors at work: 

WIGSTON BAPTISMS AND BURIALS, 1570-1670 
Total Total Excess of baptisms 

baptisms burials over burials 
144 54 90 
229 133 96 
195 149 46 
209 192 17 
228 141 87 
197 169 28 
211 188 23 

1571-80 
1581-90 
1591-1600 
1601-10 
1611-20 
1621-30 
1631-40 
1641-50 (seven years only) 

146* 97 
164 
170 

1651-60 
1661-70 

205 
206 

* For the full ten-year period this figure would have been approximately 208. 
The entries for 1643-5 are missing from the register. 

In the first place, the birth-rate, as measured crudely by the number 
of baptisms decade by decade, fell after 1620. Whereas 229 children had 
been baptised in the 1580s, and 228 between 1611 and 1620, the decades 
from 1620 to 1670 average pretty constantly about 205, despite a much 
larger population than that of the 1580s. 
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On the other side of the picture, the infant mortality rate was rising 
steeply. The general death-rate increased also as a result of more frequent 
recurrences of plague, more often a deadlier visitation than had been known 
for a long time in the village. The years 1592 and 1598 had seen sharpish 
attacks, when the burials rose by six or seven above the normal for the year, 
and 1602 saw aQother patch of plague (26 burials btween Lady Day 1602 and 
Lady Day 1603 against the normal 17 or thereabouts). But in 1609 came 
the worst attack for more than half a century: 22 the number of deaths 
was more than treble those of a normal year (55 in one year). Plague raged 
at Wigston from late July to the middle of October, judging by the entries 
in the burial register. No fewer than 34 people were buried in the space 
of eleven weeks between I August and 18 October, twice the normal total 
for a whole year, the epidemic reaching its climax in the last three weeks 
of August. These weeks were long remembered in the village: depositions 
taken nearly a quarter of a century later relate events to "the sickness tyme" 
of that sad year. 

The years 1615 and 1616 saw a milder recurrence; and 1623 and 
1626 both had an abnormal number of burials, though apparently nothing 
as sharp as an epidemic. In 1633-4 the burials shot up to 28, and in 1640 
there were 27. For the 1640s there are defects in the register, but no signs 
of any epidemic in the years that are recorded. Not until 1657-8 do we find 
another sharp rise to 28 and 27 burials respectively, and finally a figure 
of 29 recorded for the year 1669-70. 

From 1590 to 1640 there were generally two bad years in each 
decade, when plague stirred again up and down the village streets, though 
the epidemic of the sulllill,er of 1609 remained the worst within living 
memory. The more frequent recurrence of outbreaks of plague in the 
early 1600s may well have been the consequence of the sudden overcrowd
ing of the village in the preceding generation. The built-up area could not 
expand beyond the medieval limits because of the existence of common 
pasture rights in the open fields. Even a freeholder could not build on bis 
own land. The increased population was therefore packed into the existing 
built-up area by building upon more and more of the vacant spaces around 
the older houses. The problem of water supply must have become more 
pressing and that of sanitation equally so, the air growing fouler and more 
infected in the hot _summers as the open ground filled up with houses or 
with human refuse. The improved conditions of living brought about during 
the second half of the sixteenth century were steadily undone within the 
next two or three generations, with consequent effects on the birth-rate 
and the death-rate. The marriage-rate fell, too, mainly as a result of the 
years of the depression after 1620 and of the diminishing opportunities in 
Wigston itself for getting land or perhaps even for earning a satisfactory 
living. 

The increase of 1560-1620 had filled the village up, temporarily at 
least. There had been 21.1 marriages at the parish church between 1571 
and 1620, mainly years of good trade and expansion generally; but from 
1621 to 1670 there were only 130, despite the greatly increased population. 
True, the Civil War stopped many from marrying, and it may be too that 
the register was less well kept in those years than appears even on the 
surface (only ten marriages were recorded between 1641 and 1650), but the 
whole trend of these decades was unmistakably downward, war or no war. 
In the first two decades of the seventeenth century marriages had averaged 
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45 per decade; in the next two decades, before war could have any effect, 
they were down to 32; and in the two decades from 1651 to 1670 they had 
fallen still further to 27. Thete is no mistake about these figures, whatever 
the mino,r deficiencies of the record may be. 

This comparative stagnation of population in Wigston lasted for about 
fifty years and gave way early in the 1670s to a renewed growth. The 
religious census of 1676, we have already seen, credited the village with 
455 adult persons, from which we may deduce there were roughly 680-700 
people altogether at that date; while the hearth-tax return of 1670 suggests 
that there were slightly more than 160 households. As a rough check on 
the 1676 figure we discover that the average number of marriages per annum 
from 1671 to 1690 was 5·3, and using the multiplier of 120-130, as before, 
we arrive at a total population of 636 to 689. For the decade 1671-80 alone 
the marriage-rate per annum was 5 -8 and the total population works out 
at 696-754. The mean of these results is 694, which agrees closely with 
the census figure of 1676. We shall not be far wrong if we put the population 
in the 1670s at about 700. 

In Bishop Wake's Speculum, a survey of his diocese parish by parish in 
the year 1705, Wigston is credited with 200 families; a suspiciously round 
number, it is true, but all the other evidence points to a rapid growth 
in the population in the last quarter of the seventeenth century. If Bishop 
Wake's figure be correct, we have an increase of practically 40 families 
since the hearth-tax assessment indicated a total of about 161 households. 
This represents a rate of increase comparable with that of just 100 years 
earlier-a rate of about one new family added per annum. 

The sharp rise in the number of marriages after 1670 is very striking: 
during the 1670s the total number of marriages (59) exceeded those of the 
preceding twenty years (55). In the 1680s the high rate was not quite main
tained (49 marriages in all) and in the last decade there was a fall to 32, 
about the level of the second quarter of the century. The new surnames 
that appeared in the registers in these decades, too, bear witness to the 
immigration of families from elsewhere, though it is hard to see why men 
and women should have come from outside into this overcrowded village 
where land was no longer easy to obtain. It is possible that some of the 
immigrants af least were families dispossessed by enc1oisures elsewhere in 
the county, for Leicestershire underwent a great deal of enclosure and 
conversion to grass throughout the whole of the seventeenth century. 

This generation of marked increase coincided with a noticeable lessen
ing in the frequency of epidemics. The general unhealthiness of the second 
quarter of the century, especially, gave way to a somewhat better atmo
sphere: only 1680 and 1698 had a noticeably high burial-rate, and 1684 to 
a lesser degree-three bad years out of thirty between 1671 and 1700, 
instead of the average of two in every decade between 1590 and 1640. 
It was probably a fall in the death-rate, coupled with immigration into the 
village from outside, rather than any increase in the birth-rate, which was 
responsible for the increase of population in the last generation of the 
seventeenth century and perhaps the early years of the eighteenth. The 
total number of burials per decade was generally lower in the second half 
of the century than in the first, though the total population was larger 
(possibly this was the effect of growing immunity to the new conditions 
since the village was as congested as ever); but the number of baptisms 
remained about the same, indicating an appreciable fall in the birth-rate, 
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as the following table shows : 
WIGSTON BAPTISMS AND BURIALS, 1641-1700 

Baptisms f Burials 
1641-50 208 140 
1651-60 205 164 
1661-70 206 170 
1671-80 208 162 
1681-90 214 148 
1691-1700 196 151 

The significance of the table is brought out more clearly when one 
says that in the first 30 years of the seventeenth century the total number 
of burials had been 502, while in the last 30 years it was 461 for an 
appreciable larger population. The birth-rate had also fallen, judging by 
the number of recorded baptisms: from a total of 634 in the first 30 years 
of the century to 618 in the last 30 years. 

There is no reason to believe that the growth of Nonconformity in 
the village had influenced these statistics appreciably by the year 1700, 
though some aUowance must be made for omissions from the parish 
register arising from this cause. In the religious census of 1676 the Non
conformists had numbered about 4 per cent of the adult population; 50 
years later they numbered about 16 per cent, as we shall see. If we assume 
a steady growth during this period we should have to put the strength of 
Nonconformity in the village at about 10 per cent of the total population 
in 1700. Our figures for the last decade of the seventeenth century would be 
modified accordingly: both baptisms and burials should be higher by 
about 10 per cent: but even so the general significance of our statistics is 
not obscured. The death-rate had fallen below the level of the first genera
tion of the century, and the birth-rate also. 

POPULATION IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 

The first half of the eighteenth century was a peri-Od of absolute 
stagnation in the population of the village. Indeed, there may well have 
been a fall and a subsequent recovery at Wigston between 1705 and 1766, 
when we obtain our next reasonably accurate figure. In September 1766 a 
poor-rate assessment listed 149 families as liable to be rated, while about 
50 more escaped assessment on grounds of poverty, giving a total of about 
200 families at that date.2 3 Even if our 1705 figure is somewhat 
too high, it is apparent that there was practically no increase in the 
population during this period of 60 years; and there seems little doubt 
that generally it was a marked decrease in the birth-'fate during these years 
that accounted for this stagnation, rather than any sharp increase in the 
death-rate. Plague had ceased to t:r;cmble the towns and villages of England, 
but in its place cam,e "a period of pandemic illness . . . the mortality of 
which rose to great heights". The principal killing diseases were smallpox, 
typhus, typhoid and influenza, and though their outbreaks were not so 
spectacular as those of the plague their total effects were greater over a long 
period of time. At Wigston, however, the worst effects of this pandemic 
illness were not visible until the 1760s and afterwards. 

The total number of births in the village during the first 30 years 
of the eighteenth century can be ascertained with considerable accuracy 
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thanks to the vicar who recorded the Nonconformist births from 1706 to 
1729 on separate pages in the parish register. Between 25 March 1707 and 
24 March 1729 there were 470 church baptisms; in the same period 89 
young dissenters were born. One in six of the total births in the village 
in these years was in a dissenting household and would therefore have 
escaped record from the church register but for this conscientious vicar. 
This proportion agrees very well with the known number of dissenting 
families. From 1707 to 1726 we find 33 dissenting households in the vicar's 
list (the names of the parents being given), and Bishop Wake's return put 
the total population at 200 families. Nonconformity had advanced from 4 
to 16 percent between 1676 and 1726. One family in every six belonged 
to one or other of the dissenting sects. 

With this information in mind, we can compute the total number of 
births in the village between 1700 and 1730 as follows: 

Conformists Nonconformists Total 
1700-10 219 42 261 
1710-20 205 42 247 
1720-30 214 33 247 

A hundred years earlier the comparable totals had been: 1601-10, 209; 
1611-20, 228; and 1621-30, 197. The total population had then been not 
more than 130-140 families at the most. In the next 100 years it had risen 
by just about 5 per cent, but the number of births had increased by nowhere 
near this amount. Between 1601 and 1630 there had been 634 births; from 
1700 to 1730, 755. Whatever the margin of error may be in details, the 
inescapable conclusion is that while the number of families in the village 
had increased by about a half, the number of births had risen by somewhat 
less than 20 per cent. 

For the remainder of the years up to 1766 we have no figures for the 
Nonconformists, but the parish registers of the church baptisms alone show 
a remarkable change from 1730 onwards. For the next three decades the 
number of baptisms totalled 236, 280 and 336 respectively; with the 
unknown number of Nonconformist births added to these figures the 
sudden rise would be even more striking. These figures reveal a sharp rise 
in the birth~rate after 1730, even if we allow that the village population was 
rising simultaneously by reason of immigration from surrounding villages. 
It seems certain, therefore, that the apparent stagnation of the period 1705 
to 1766 conceals an actual decrease in the population to about 1720-30 
(reflected in the statistics of total births already noticed), followed by a 
recovery up to 1766 (and continued thereafter) which brought the total 
population back in that year to the level of the first decade. The birth-rate 
began to creep upwards in the 1720s and accelerated sharply after 1730, 
reaching a temporary peak about 1762, as near as we can tell. Thereafter 
it continued at a slightly lower level, but still well above that of the first 
generation of the century. 

The burial registers also yield some interesting results. By the early 
eighteenth century it is probable that a number of Nonconformists were 
being buried elsewhere in the village, so that the parish registers do not 
reflect the true total of deaths; but the mortality of the periodic epidemics 
is so marked in any event that this defect is hardly significant. Generally 
speaking, the first 30 years of the century were moderately healthy, with 
burials averaging between 15 and 19 a year, except in 1708-9 when the 
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number rose to 23. But in 1728-30 there is clear evidence of an epidemic 
of some sort. In 1728-9 the number of burials rose to 28, in the following 
year to 40, with a drop to 25 in 1730-1. The years 1727 and 1728 were 
lean years; 1729 saw the great epidemic of influenza which smote all 
England severely. It is possible that the high death-rate of 1728-9 was 
largely attributable to a precursor of this major visitation. 

Several years in the 1730s were years of mortality well above the 
' average, culminating in the year 1738-9 when 40 burials were again 
recorded. 1742-3 was another bad year (34 burials) but for the next ten 
years burials generally fluctuated around the average (15 to 19). The 1750s 
saw a few years of high mortality (a touch of some epidemic or other) with 
39 burials in 1752-3 and 40 in 1758; but with the sixties we enter upon a 
period worse than anything which had been known since the early seven
teenth century. In 1761 and again in 1765 the burials reached a high figure, 
but they were probably unhealthy years rather than epidemic years when 
we remember the greatly increased population of the village by this time. 
In 1766, however, the number of burials reached the record figure of 74. 
The following year was hardly any better (64); then came a fall to 45 in 
1768, rising to 60 again in 1769. By 1770 the burial-rate was about back to 
its new normal (about 23) but for the next decade the trend was steadily 
upward. 

If we look at the details of the 1766 epidemic as reflected in the burial 
register we find a sharp autumn peak of mortality. In August there were 
four burials, in September 13, October nine, November 13 again, and 
December eight. The epidemic continued into the following year : January 
saw seven burials and February 13. By March the first phase was over and 
the burials fall off rapidly thereafter, though a short flare-up in the foll-0w
ing October produced nine burials. During this visitation there were many 
days with two burials, and occasionally three in one day. It is not possible to 
say what this killing disease was, the worst since the plague of 1609, but it is 
noteworthy that it followed two years of high corn. prices, croupled with 
the increasing congestion of the village as the hovels and cottages of poverty
stricken framework-knitters cluttered up the lanes and bits of open ground 
everywhere. It may have been typhus, which first received its dreaded 
name about 1760. Whatever it was it lingered on for nearly four years (1766-
9) and perhaps left behind a legacy of general unhealthiness which 
accounts for the steadily rising death-rate of the 1770s. 

Then in 1781 came another visitation and 62 burials are recorded 
in the parish register, mostly in the summer months from May onwards 
and lasting on into the autumn.The whole of tlie following decade was riddled 
with disease, the burial-rate rising much more rapidly than the population 
as a whole was increasing. The years 1785, 1786, 1787 and 1789 were all 
years of high mortality (53, 51, 47 and 49 burials respectively). In 1789 
the parson marked the burial register with the letters S.P. at frequent 
intervals, telling us that no fewer than twenty of the 49 deaths in that 
year were due to small-pox. All the deaths from small-pox occurred between 
12 May and 16 November. 

During the 1780s the "normal" burial-rate for the village was about 30 
a year. Any burials above that figure may be attributed to the operation of 
some epidemic disease like smallpox, typhus, or typhoid, with influenza 
thrown in occasionally to add to the burden. On this basis no fewer than 
eight of the ten years between 1780 and 1789 were years of excessive 
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mortality, four of these years with a mortality more than fifty per cent 
above normal. The 1790s were much less unhealthy; only 1794 was notice
ably bad (46 burials). The general trend in this decade was downwards. 
In 1801, the year of the first national census, the burials soared to 51 and 
in 1802 to 58, falling in the following years to the more normal level of 
36 or 37. 

It is evident that the year 1766 marked the beginning of a long series 
of epidemics and years of high mortality, though the pace of death had 
begun to hasten even in the early 1750s. And yet during the last third of 
the eighteenth century, from 1766 to 1801, the population of the village 
rose rapidly from some 200 families to 354 (census figure), an increase of 
75 per cent in 35 years, or rather more than two new families per annum. 
This rate of increase was greater than any known before. 

The reasons for this remarkable increase are not easy to discuss in 
detail because the parish registers can nolonger be regarded as a trustworthy 
guide to the births and deaths in the village. If, however, we take them as 
representing the births and deaths of church-people and assume, as we 
may, that the Nonconformists were both baptised and buried elsewhere 
in the village, we arrive at an unexpected result. -From 1700 to 1765 inclusive, 
the total number of baptisms recorded in the parish register exceeded those 
of the recorded burials in 52 years out of the 66; in two years baptisms 
and burials equalled each other; and in 12 years burials exceeded baptisms. 
From 1766 to 1801, 36 years altogether, burials exceeded baptisms in no 
fewer than 16 years. In other words a "debit balance" occurred two and a 
half times as frequently after 1766 as before it. The birth-rate continued 
at a high level but the death-rate was too often even higher. 

In spite of this the population grew at an astonishing pace. We can 
only attribute this to immigration into the village from other places round 
about, which more than counter-balanced the frequent natural deficit. This 
influx itself had its effect after 20 years on the number of births. From 
1766 to 1774 there had been seven years of deficit out of nine; from 
1779 to 1786 there were seven years of deficit out of eight; but in 1786 
the tide was turning. Births almost equalled deaths in that year (50 to 51) 
and in the following year they just turned the scale (48 to 47). From 1787 
to 1800 there was a growing annual surplus of births over deaths, probably 
the reflection of the immigration. of preceding decades, coupled with an 
undoubted fall in. the death-rate almost simultaneously. 1789 was the 
last epidemic year of note for some time; the 1790s were markedly freer 
of abnormal years, as we have seen. Whether or not the birth-rate, as 
distinct from the total number of births, actually rose in the late eighties 
we cannot be sure; but there is good reason to suppose, from the magnitude 
of the figures, that it did. 

There must have been a very considerable immigration into Wigston 
from the 1760s onwards; the frequent new names in the parish registers 
suggest that this was so. What was the cause of this inflow? 

The Parliamentary enclosure movement was at its height in Leicester
shire in these forty or so years from 1759 onwards and many parishes for 
miles around Wigston were affected. We also know that enclosure almost 
invariably resulted in Leicestershire, and in the Midlands generally, in 
wholesale conversion from arable to pasture, with the consequent unemploy
ment of farm labour and the depopulation of the stricken parishes. Wigston 
itself was enclosed in 1766 and much land converted to pasture as elsewhere 
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in the county; yet people flowed into Wigston in these years and not out of 
it. The answer must be sought in the fact that the village had been one of 
the, earliest to be industrialised in that part of the county. Framework
knitting had established itself here in the last quarter of the seventeenth 
century and had grown steadily throughout the first half of the eighteenth. 
The village was on the eastern fringe of the "industrial" zone of rural 
Leicestershire, with a great tract of purely agricultural country to the east 
and south of it; and when enclosure came the unemployed and dispossessed 
of these rural parishes turned naturally towards a large and already 
populous village, where there were opportunities for setting up as frame
work-knitters with a hired frame in a cottage or an outhouse. At Wigston they 
found a village with established connections with the Leicester hosiers, 
masters with frames to rent out at so much a week, and framesmiths, needle
makers and other craftsmen necessary to the industry. The canal era had not 
yet begun in the Midlands-,not until the nineties-and when it came many 
of the unemployed farm-labourers found work readily as navvies digging 
the new cuts; but until then only framework-knitting offered a refuge and 
a livelihoood of a sort. Moreover, it did not require a penny of capital to 
start in the trade, only the first week's rent for the frame. And so they came 
to Wigston from the east and south, just as the hosiery villages of south
west Leicestershire drew on the enclosed parishes on their own side of 
the county. 

POPULATION TRENDS 1524-1801 

We end our survey of the population of Wigston between 1524 and 
1801 by summarising the conclusions we have arrived at, bearing in mind 
that the dates that are mentioned cannot be taken as precise turning
points but are governed to some extent by our sources of information. 

(1) From 1524 to 1563 there was a distinct increase in the population 
of the village-a recovery from the stagnation of the fifteenth century-

® amounting to some 1 5 families in 40 years. At the most the population 
increased by one-third, at the least by one-seventh. As a rough compromise 
we might say that it increased by 20 to 25 per cent (i.e. from about 65 
families to 80) or by about one new family every three years. Our material 
is too slight to allow of any more precise estimate but the main point is 
clear: that the first half of the sixteenth century saw the beginning of 
recovery from the decay of population which had begun in the middle of the 
fourteenth century. 

(2) From the 1560s to 1620 there occurred a very marked increase 
in the population, a rise from 80 families to about 130 or 140, at the rate 
of one new family every year on an average. This increase seems to have 
reached its maximum in the last quarter of the sixteenth century. Perhaps 
20 of the total increase of 50 or 60 families can be accounted for by immi
gration from other Leicestershire villages, mainly men seeking land rather 
than paid employment. But the natural increase of the population accounted 
for the greater part of the total increase (perhaps 60 per cent), and here 
the factors at work were an increased birth-rate (arising in part from earlier 
marriages) accompanied by a diminishing death-rate (especially a fall in 
infant mortality). Behind these two changes lay the fundamental cause of 
greatly improved living conditions (house-room and food chiefly) which 
became apparent after the middle of the sixteenth century. 
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(3) From 1620 to 1670 the rate of increase in the population 
slackened considerably. The total population rose from about 140 families 
to about 160, or by rather less than one new family every two years. The 
middle decades of the century were marked by almost complete stagnation. 
This slackening was due to the falling-off in the inflow of new families as 
the opportunities for acquiring land dwindled, to a probable fall in the birth
rate and marriage-rate after 1620, and to a probable rise in the death-rate 
as the growing congestion of the built-up areas aggravated problems of 
social health and hygiene. Though the worst outbreak of plague occurred 
in 1609, the decades after 1620 were marked by much more frequent, if 
milder, recurrences of plague, a general unhealthiness rather than a spectacu
lar devastation at any time. 

(4) From 1670 to about 1700 the populatio~ of the village again rose 
sharply, from some 160 families to about 200, an increase of about 25 per 
cent in 30 years. Rather mme than one new family per annum was added, 
a rate of growth comparable to, that of 1563-1620. This growth is attribu
table to a renewed influx from other villages, coupled with a probable fall 
in the death-rate. It cannot be attributed to any change in the birth-rate, 
which had almost certainly fallen in the last quarter of the century below 
that of the first quarter. The inflow of new families from outside differed 
from that of a century earlier: it consisted mostly of men looking for work 
in this populous village rather than men hoping to acquire land. The fall 
in the death-rate during this period is mainly attributable to the 
disappearance of plague as a recurrent killer, while the great killing diseases 
of the eighteenth century had not yet gathered their full force. 

(5) From 1700 to 1766 the total population remained constant on the 
face of it, but there was probably an actual decrease from aboot 1700 to 
the 1720s, followed by a recovery up to the 1760s which restored the 
population to its old level. These changes can be explained by a noticeable 
fall in the birth-rate down to about 1720, followed by a slow recovery and 
then a sharp acceleration after 1730. It is possible that the death-rate also 
rose in this period, though if so it was not a very marked change and 
occurred mainly after 1730. From the 1750s onwards the death-rate probably 
rose more sharply, but the rising birth-rate more than compensated for this 
in the closing years of the period. The birth-rate seems to have risen from 
the 1720s to the early 1760s, reaching a temporary maximum about 1762. 

(6) From 1766 to 1801 the population of the village increased by 
something like 75 per cent, a rate of increase hitherto unknown. The birth
rate seems to have become stabilised after 1762, but the death rate certainly 
rose sharply after 1765-6, which marked the beginning of a series of 
epidemic-years. 14 years out of the 21 between 1766 and 1786 showed a 
surplus of burials over baptisms. After 1786 baptisms overtook burials and 
the natural increase of the population was resumed; but the remarkable 
growth of population in the village in this period must be mainly attributed 
to immigration on a considerable scale from other places in the county. This 
immigration in turn was pmbably the result of Parliamentary enclosure 
and consequent conversion of arable to pasture in the country to the east 
and south of Wigston, which, with its well-established domestic framework
knitting industry, became the Mecca for the unemployed and dispossessed. 
In the last decade of the eighteenth century the increase of population may 
have been accelerated also by a renewed rise in the birth-rate, accompanied 
by a fall in the death-rate below the high level it had attained from 1766 
to 1786. 
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From 1801 onwards we have the decennial census returns, and the 
population figures are readily accessible.2 s Though they are no less important 
than the earlier figures discussed in this paper, they do not present anything 
like the same difficulties of interpretation, and we may therefore conclude 
our study of the subject at that point. 

NOTES 

1. The register of Garendon Abbey, in the north of Leicestershire, records five 
outbreaks of plague in the county between 1348 and 1400. The register mis
dates the battle of Agincourt by one year and similarly the first visitation of 
the Black Death. If this error applies to all the dates of the plague years, the 
five outbreaks in Leicestershire were in 1348-9, 1361-2, 1369-70, 1375-6 and 
1390 "which was the great pestilence." (Nichols Hist. Leics. West Goscote 
Hundred 830). 

2. For a full discussion of this subject, see Willard, Parliamentary Taxes on Personal 
Property, 1290-1334. Willard comments particularly (pp. 90-2) on the 
amount of evasion in Leicestershire. 

3. Farnham, Leicestershire Medieval Village Notes, ii. 224-5. It is possible that 
only the I 5 free tenants were taxed in the I 327 assessment as all the assess
ments are high. 

4. Farnham, passim. 
5. It is perhaps significant that when the new quota was fixed, at nearly fifty per 

cent above what the village had got away with in 1327, there was great diffi
culty in getting the Wigston people to pay up. See Willard, op. cit. For the 
names of some of these larger peasants who escaped the tax, see my "Wigston 
Magna Lay Subsidies, 1327 to 1599" in Trans. Leics. Arch. Soc., xx. 56. 

6. Public Record Office, Lay Subsidies. E.179 / 276/ 4ra. This fragment can be 
identified as a portion of the assessment for Guthlaxton Hundred, which is 
otherwise wholly missing. 

7. On this estimate, 53 per cent of the entries at Wigston were "man and wife". 
Our assumption of the fairness of the sample is fully confirmed by the 
Claybrook and Blaby lists, which are complete. At Claybrook 58 per cent of 
the entries were "man and wife", at Blaby 51 per cent. At Aylestone, 
however, the proportion rose to 67 per cent which suggests a certain 
amount of evasion by children and young persons whose names ought to 
have swollen the list. · 

8. P.R.O. E.179/133/122, dated 13 April, 15 Henry VIII (1524). 
9. P.R.0., Lay Subsidies, E.179/133/121. An exact comparison of the 1524 and 

1525 lists, name for name, is difficult as eight names on the latter list are 
rubbed and illegible; but there appear to be only two or three variations 
between the lists, no more than one would expect over the space of a year. 

10. The original return is in the British Museum, Harleian MS. 618. It is 
tabulated in V.C.H. Leics., iii. 166-7. 

11. The Leicestershire portion of this record is tabulated in V.C.H. Leics., iii. 168-9. 
12. MS. Churchwardens' Account Book, 1615-60, Wigston Magna Church. No 

more detailed figures for communicants appear in the accounts until the 
second volume (1661-1718) when the number was down to 278 in 1665. 
But the totals of communicants given in later years vary so unaccountably 
that they cannot be used for any estimate of the total population. 

13. The 1664 list is transcribed in Farnham MSS. (Zoe. cit.) and the 1670 list is 
P.R.O., E.179/240/279. 

14. The Leicestershire portion of the return is printed in V.C.H. Leics., iii. 173-4. 
15. Thomas Thornton became vicar in 1577. Already most of the earlier records 

of baptisms, marriages and burials had been lost (they should, of course, 
have existed from the autumn of 1538). When he came to copy up the 
early entries into a parchment book, as required by the act of 1597, he 
searched for such entries as he could find in the parish and diocesan records 
for ten years before his corning to Wigston, but it is quite clear that his 
search was only partially successful for the years 1567-74. 
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16. The Hospital rental-book for 1589-90 (Leicester City muniment room) says 
"Thomas Sampson for freers" referring to this farm, and in 1603-4 "Simon 
Brett for freers". Francis Brett occupied this farm in the next generation 
until 1636, but it afterwards passed through a succession of hands. 

17. Simon Brett possibly came from the ancient family of Brett of Rotherby, minor 
gentry in the Melton district, who had owned a small property in Wigston 
early in the sixteenth century. 

18. For details of these sales, see my book The Midland Peasant (1957), pp. 98-102. 
19. My own ancestor Thomas Hoskins, a Dorset yeoman farmer, had five sons and 

five daughters between 1550 and 1580, most of whom (if not all) grew up 
to marriage. One of his sons, George Hoskins, similarly had five sons and five 
daughters between 1584 and 1603, all of whom grew up and married and 
had families of their own in Devon and Dorset. Possibly the farmers and 
country families generally were tougher than the nobility and gentry whose 
monuments at this time certainly suggest a high mortality among their 
children. 

20. Ransom Pickard, The Population and Epidemics of Exeter in pre-Census Times 
(1947), 81-2. 

21. For the great improvement in housing and living conditions in Wigston, see my 
Excursus on Peasant Houses and Interiors, 1400-1800, in The Midland 
Peasant. 

22. The last severe outbreak had been in 1557-8, when the number of wills proved 
in the archdeaconry of Leicester rose remarkably. In 1556, ro5 wills were 
proved; in 1557 the number rose to 220, and in 1558 to 374. In 1559 the 
figure was still high (178) but had fallen by 1560 to 86. The number of 
Wigston wills proved in 1557-8 shows that the visitation was as severe here 
as anywhere, though the parish register is missing for those years and we 
have no exact account of the total number of burials. 

23. Nichols, op. cit., Guthlaxton Hundred, 387, citing the MSS. of George Ayscough, 
who apparently took his figures from an old rate-book now lost. 

24. The Nonconformist figures are recorded only from November 1706, for about 
a third of the decade. In order to complete the estimate for the whole decade 
they have been assumed to be equal to those for the decade 17u-20 and are 
not likely to be higher. Similarly an estimate has been made for the final 
year 1729-30. 

25. They are conveniently tabulated in V.C.H. Leics., iii. 202. 


