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In her review at the Mercia Conference! of the evidence for Breedon-on-the-Hill 
in the Anglo-Saxon period, Ann Dornier referred to a charter of the late tenth cemury,2 
which is not often given prominence or even mentioned in discussions of the pre
Conquest material at Breedon. The significance of this charter with its implication of 
the continued existence or the refoundation of the Breedon monastery seems to have 
been ignored or tacitly rejected (most recently Miss Dornier regards it as evidence 
for no more than a parish church on the site),3 although Sir Frank Stenton's first 
reference to the charter in 1910 was quite specific: 

"In 966 Eadgar granted to Bishop lEthelwold 13 cassati at Breedon in Leicester
shire, where, it would seem, there existed, or had recently been created, a 
religious house which was to enjoy the property in the future."4 

Stenton's better-known pronouncement in Anglo-Saxon England was perhaps not 
entirely unambiguous, but certainly stated that St lEthelwold did not found a monas
tery either at Breedon or on the estate at Barrow-on-Humber, which Stenton appar
ently regarded as a parallel case: 

"He [lEthelwold] acquired the sites of a number of decayed monasteries, 
established monks on some of them, and gave others as sources of revenue to 
religious houses where the principles of the revival were in operation .... it is 
significant of his intention that although he did not found monasteries upon 
them, he also acquired estates at Barrow-on-Humber, where Bishop Cedd had 
lived in the seventh century, and Breedon in Leicestershire, which had supplied 
an archbishop to Canterbury in the eighth."5 

Now lEthelwold's intention in the case of Barrow-on-Humber is quite clear: 
the very charter quoted by Stenton in his footnote6 indicates that the property was 
to be made over to the monastery of Peterborough, an endowment also listed in the 
foundation charter.7 lEthelwold's other acquisitions of church property seem to have 
been similarly treated. s The estates of the monastery at Horningsea, after a chequered 
history in the ninth and tenth centuries,9 appear to have been in the hands of the Ely 
monks at Domesday,10 though there is no specific statement of lEthelwold's having 
given them the five hides which he had bought from King Edgar. The church of 
St Mary, Huntingdon, a collegiate minster with two priests at Domesday, but described 
as monasteriolum in the Thorney foundation charter, was similarly given to Thorney 
Abbey;II on this occasion it seems that it passed directly from the donor, King Edgar, 
to the monastery, though it is difficult to imagine that }Ethelwold had no hand in the 
transaction.12 

It is apparent, therefore, that the Breedon transaction must be viewed in a 
different light from those involving the other church lands acquired by lEthelwold. 
There is no charter evidence that the Breedon property ever passed to one of the 
major monastic houses, and the Breedon charter itself not only makes no mention of 
such a transfer (unlike the Barrow charter) but quite specifically states that the property 
is to be enjoyed in perpetuity by the church at Breedon itself. So Breedon does not 
fall into that class of monastery which was given to another house, but into Stenton's 
other category of houses which were refounded or revived. It may be argued that 
there is no other evidence that the Breedon monastery was revivedl3 and that the 
charter refers to nothing more than a church. Against this may be set lEthelwold's 
interest in the site and the size of the property concerned. lEthelwold is hardly likely 
to have taken trouble simply to install a parish priest, and if he wished merely to prevent 
the alienation of church land he could simply have granted it to the mother house at 
Peterborough. It is unthinkable that he of all people should have wished to establish 
a collegiate foundation, yet the endowment was sufficient to maintain a fair-sized 
community. At thirteen hides the property was the largest of those under discussion: 

40 



HISTORICAL NOTES AND DOCUMENTS 41 

the total of the Horningsea estates was seven hides, and the estate of St Mary's, 
Huntingdon, dwindled from three to two hides by the Conquest, at which time it 
could apparently support the two priests. The size of the Barrow estate is unknown. It 
seems that Stenton's initial reaction to the evidence in 1910 represents the most 
acceptable interpretation, namely that the monastery at Breedon was refounded by 
1£thelwold c.967. It follows in any case from the charter that a church of some sort 
with a reasonable endowment was in being at Breedon in the late tenth century. It 
thus seems perfectly reasonable to reopen discussion on the possible date of some of the 
carved stone panels, in particular the angel, for there is an historical context in which 
work later than the main friezes might have been executed. 

It may be noted that Clapham (whose numbering of the stones is followed here) 
did not commit himself when he originally published the sculptures to so firm a date 
for the figural panels as he did for the friezes.14 The panels with running figures in 
arches (Nos. 21, 23, 24) are assigned only in the most general terms to the pre-Conquest 
period;l5 the cowled figure (No. 20) is compared with St Cuthbert's coffin of the late 
seventh century, but reference is also made in a footnote to the tenth-century Bene
dictional of St 1£thelwold;16 to the pair of figures (No. 13) are attributed various 
characteristics of the Winchester school, but a date comparable with that of the friezes 
is finally accepted because of the similarity of the hollow leaves; 1 7 the angel (No. 19) 
is dated to the eighth century on the basis of the Greek blessing.I 8 Kendrick accepted 
all these pieces as early in date, by which he meant the first part of the ninth century,19 
but so far as the angel is concerned his argument is hardly convincing. His introductory 
words suggest that he was barely convinced himself: 

"were it not that we are already prepared for an astonishing variation in the 
character of the carvings of the ninth century in Mercia, we should be tempted 
at once to exclude from the series this panel in the interior wall of the tower."20 

Kendrick felt obliged to discuss these carvings in terms of "three dissimilar 
styles"; Clapham noted that numbers 13, 19 and 20 were by different hands.21 
Altogether these early discussions of the figural panels do not inspire a great deal of 
confidence. It should also be noted that when Clapham originally read his paper to 
the Society of Antiquaries there was criticism of the tacit acceptance of all the pieces 
as the work of the same period.22 

In the same paper Clapham also noted that panel number 21 (small running 
figures under arcades) was "of different type and on different stone from the other 
carvings".23 More recently Jope has suggested that all the panels at the east end of 
the south aisle at Breedon are of Barnack stone, while most of the rest are of Permian 
calcareous limestone.24 This is something of an oversimplification, as a recent visit 
in the company of Dr R. J. King of the University of Leicester Geology Department 
has shown, although firm identifications must await laboratory examination of samples 
from each stone. Panels 21, 23, 24 are indeed a coarse shelly oolite of Barnack or 
Ancaster type, but number 20 (the cowled figure) is a finer and less shelly oolite, 
dissimilar to the others. The remaining stones, whether panels or friezes, are mixed 
sandstone and a third type of oolite. The variety of stones used and the range of 
possible sources, and in particular the mixing of sandstone and oolite in the frieze 
sequence argue rather for in situ carving than for importation from a specific craft 
centre, in so far as pieces of homogeneous style are concerned. Where the style is less 
consistent, as in the case of the panels under discussion, it is possible to think of a 
variety not only of sources but also of dates. 

The angel (No. 19), the only panel apart from numbers 21, 23 and 24 to be 
carved in coarse shelly limestone, seems to warrant treatment as a special case (see 
PI. 3). Its scale is quite different from that of all the other stones, and it must surely 
be part of a larger composition, for example, an Annunciation. The way in which 
the figure overlaps the frame, the position of the feet with their suggestion of alighting 
and 'motion across the panel from left to right, the long fingers, and the swing of the 
drapery are all characteristics of the Winchester style, which need not be surprising in 
view of the opinions of Clapham and Kendrick quoted above. The lumpiness of the 
figure itself need not be an obstacle to a date in the tenth century; lumpy figures occur 
even in the Benedictional of St 1£thelwold, for example St 1£thelthryth on fol. 9ob.25 
There is still Clapham's objection that English parallels for the Byzantine blessing 
cannot be found, though in view of the immediate sources of the Winchester style 
and the frequent occurrence of this form of blessing in Carolingian and later works 
(some of which Clapham himself mentioned) this is not an insuperable difficulty. 
To Clapham's important references26 may be added examples of Carolingian ivory 
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carving, such as the book covers of the Dagulf Psalter or the Codex Aureus.27 The 
later manuscripts quoted by Clapham include the Gero Codex, which with such books 
as the Codex Wittekindeus is clear evidence for the close copying of Carolingian 
models in the second half of the tenth century.28 The appearance of the Greek blessing 
in this and in early eleventh-century Regensburg manuscripts (also mentioned by 
Clapham) makes it clear that the feature, archaic though it may have been, was still 
in use or was revived around the date now suggested for the Breedon angel. It is, 
incidentally, not entirely true, as Clapham claimed in the footnote under discussion, 
that no French examples are found after the ninth century. A St-Bertin manuscript of 
c.rooo contains a closely comparable blessing.29 There is, therefore, no difficulty in 
accepting that there may have been contemporary as well as earlier models available 
towards the end of the tenth century from which the angel's blessing may have been 
copied. Apart from this, there are in any case enough features in the carving character
istic of the Winchester style to support a late tenth-century attribution. The principle 
of dating by the latest feature surely makes such a dating unavoidable, however archaic 
one may think the blessing. 

In an unpublished note written in 1963 and submitted to the then City of Leicester 
Museums and Art Gallery, Mr (now Professor) D. M. Wilson came to the conclusion 
that certain of the sculptural fragments might belong to the tenth century.30 He 
noted that 

"one fragment of an inhabited vine-scroll . . . has a particularly fine parallel in 
Anglo-Saxon ivory carving,31 while the developed pelta motif32 is a popular 
feature of Rhenish manuscripts of the late tenth century. The remarkable 
full-length figure of a man with hand raised in blessing is distinctly tenth 
century in style and is closely related to the style of the Winchester school of 
manuscript illumination. A number of other stones are also decorated in the 
same style, but are rather worn and weathered and cannot with absolute 
certainty be assigned to the tenth century." 

If one admits the possibility that some of the Breedon pieces may belong to 
the tenth century, and thus probably to the period of monastic revival, then a brief 
look at the cowled figure (No. 20) may be justified. The feature which strikes a dis
cordant note in an eighth/ninth-century context is the form of the capitals supporting 
the arch. These seem to be close to fully developed cube capitals, which in architectural 
terms do not become common on the continent until c.1000. If a date as late as that is 
admissible, it is perhaps not fanciful to see the figure as a monk, in which case the panel 
might have been a piece of reform-period propaganda of some sort. 

However compelling the evidence, it is of course impossible to prove a case 
such as this, and I am well aware that Professor Cramp and Miss Wheeler, who both 
discuss the Breedon material in their respective chapters in Mercian Studies,33 do 
not accept my conclusion about the angel. It is my view, however, that there is at 
least something to be discussed. In the context of a revived monastery at Breedon in 
the tenth century it is reasonable to think of further stone carving being done, and 
one or two of the panels which seem not altogether happy in the eighth/ninth-century 
period could find a more comfortable niche in the late tenth. 
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THE HASTILY DRAWN UP WILL OF WILLIAM CATESBY, ESQUIRE, 
25 AUGUST 1485 
by Daniel Williams 

William Catesby, Esquire of the King's Body, has the unique though unenviable 
distinction of having been publicly beheaded for high treason in the town of Leicester. 
This singular execution took place on the 25 August 1485, three days after his capture 
on Bosworth Field by the victorious forces of Henry Tudor.I In his final hours Catesby, 
a friendless and deserted victim of the vicissitudes of fifteenth-century politics, drew 
up his last will and testament. The only person to stand by him was his "dere and 
Welbelovid wiff" Margaret who alone was willing to act as her husband's executor.2 
Catesby's fall was a dramatic vindication of the maxim "put not your trust in princes" 
for the chief cause of his summary execution was having served his Plantagenet master 
too well. The continuator of the Croyland Chronicle, who may have known Catesby 
personally, makes this observation succinctly: 

"There was also taken prisoner William Catesby who occupied a distinguished 



44 LEICESTERSHIRE ARCHJEOLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL SOCIETY 

place amongst all the advisers of the late king, and whose head was cut off at 
Leicester as a last reward for his excellent offices."3 

Others had an equally high opinion of Catesby's talents and his influence within 
Richard III's council. The Great Chronicle relates that Catesby (the cat) was one 
of the triumvirate, lampooned by William Collingbourn, who exercised real power 
during the last days of King Richard: 

"The catt, the Ratt and lovell owyn dogge 
Rulyn all England, undyr an hogge."4 

Indeed Catesby may have ruled even the king himself for he and Ratcliffe (the 
rat) were those members of the council "to whose opinions the king hardly ever dared 
offer any opposition".5 Yet within a fleetingly short time, his Wheel of Fortune was 
to come full circle on that August morning at Leicester. A notorious opportunist, 
Catesby had played for high stakes and had lost. In the Latin version of his " History 
of King Richard III", Thomas More described Catesby's many virtues and the one 
fatal flaw in his character: 

"for besides his excellent knowledge of British law, he was a man of dignified 
bearing, handsomely featured, and of excellent appearance, not only suitable 
for carrying out assignments but capable also of handling matters of grave 
consequence. Indeed you would not wish that a man of so much wit should be of 
so little faitlz ."6 

William Catesby was born into an ancient though minor Northamptonshire 
landed family, beginning its rise to prominence during the political crises of the latter 
half of the fifteenth century.? His father, Sir William Catesby, who was to serve as 
Sheriff of his native county, was a man of useful social connections and strong 
Lancastrian sympathies. After the Yorkist restoration of 1471 he capitulated to the 
inevitable and became the trusted retainer of Lord William Hastings, Edward IV's 
principal supporter in the Midlands. 8 His brother John (later Sir John, Justice of the 
King's Bench), who became a Serjeant-at-law and a rising member of the legal 
profession, was also connected with the Hastings faction. 9 It was, therefore, natural 
and appropriate that the younger Catesby should enter the service of Lord Hastings 
and, indeed, the legal profession. In both these enterprises, through his own innate 
talents and his wide family connections, he prospered. 

Like his uncle, Sir John Catesby, William was probably educated at the Inner 
Temple, where his abilities were soon recognized. Between 1474 and 1475 Catesby 
lectured to the students of the Inn upon the subject of the legal implications of Magna 
Carta.JO He soon achieved considerable success as a practicing lawyer, becoming a 
legal adviser to Elizabeth, Lady Latimer, the daughter and co-heir of Richard 
Beauchamp, earl of Warwick,11 and was cited in numerous Feoffments to Uses 
involving not only Lord William Hastings but also the duke of Buckingham.12 During 
the period 1478 to 1483, Catesby also acted upon legal commissions for the crown 
within Northamptonshire where he was appointed a Justice of the Peace in 1480.13 
In that same year he was retained as a legal adviser to the Archbishop of Canterbury 
at an annual fee of 2 marks and is described upon the archbishop's Account Rolls as a 
Serjeant-at-Law.14 He continued to serve the archbishop in this capacity for a number 
of years and in 1484 was appointed to the lucrative office of Bailiff of Pagham. In the 
letter patent he is described in the most glowing terms: 

"fidelitate, discrecione et industria dilecti nobis in christo Willelmi Catesby 
armigeri plenus confidentes."15 

With his appointment in 1481 as an Apprentice-at-law to the Duchy of Lancaster, 
Catesby's reputation had reached the highest in the land.16 His local standing was 
equally high, in March 1483 he was granted an annuity of 2 marks by the Priory of 
Launde, Leicestershire, "for his good counsel past and to come" .I 7 

An important factor in Catesby's success was his marriage (before 1471) to 
Margaret the daughter of Lord Zouche of Harringworth.l 8 It was also to be a love 
match, in his will Catesby referred to Margaret as: 

"my dere and W elbelovid wiff to whom I have ever be trewe of my body putting 
my sole trust in her."19 

This marriage brought other advantages. After Lord Zouche's death, Catesby's 
mother-in-law married John, Lord Scrope of Bolton. Within this extended and 
complex family circle the young Northamptonshire squire rose in fame and fortune. 
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Through these ties of kinship, the very bedrock of fifteenth-century society, Catesby 
acquired numerous offices, stewardships and estates, to support his rising, quasi
aristocratic status.20 He also began to acquire lands and property through his own 
astute legal transactions. . 

However, William was most closely connected with the affairs of his powerful 
local patron Lord William Hastings. He became one of Hastings' most trusted servants 
and administered the greater part of Leicestershire as his deputy. Thomas More 
described this close relationship: 

" ... Catesby which was of his [Hastings] nere secret counsail, and whome he 
veri familiarly vsed, and in his most weighty matters put no man in so special 
trust, rekening hymself to no man so liefe sith he well wist there was no man 
to him so much beholden as was thys Catesby . . . which was a man we! lerned 
in the !awes of this lande and by the special favour of the Jorde chamberlen, in 
good aucthoritie and much rule bore in al the county of Leceter."21 

The man executed at Leicester on 25 August 1485 was a well-known local figure 
and for his betrayal of his former master, much hated. 

The political crisis that followed Edward IV's unexpected death in 1483 offered 
the ambitious Catesby even greater opportunities for advancement. His astuteness 
had already reached the ears of the Lord Protector, Richard of Gloucester, who on the 
14 May appointed him chancellor of the Earldom of March.22 As the trusted confidant 
of Lord H astings, Catesby was given the delicate task of sounding out the former's 
attitude to Richard's plan to set aside his nephews and seize the throne. What actually 
happened will always remain conjecture, but according to More who appears to be 
relying upon first-hand information, Catesby seized the opportunity of betraying his 
master and, indeed, other members of the young king's council to the Protector and 
his faction. The devious complexity of what Catesby reported, or did not report, 
made him a conscious catalyst in the subsequent course of events leading to the sum
mary execution of Lord Hastings and ultimately to the Usurpation. Thomas More 
concluded: 

" . . . it was the disimulation of this one man that stirred up that whole plague 
of evils which followed. If Hastings had not trusted him so completely, then 
Stanley the Earl of Derby [sic] and other nobles of their faction would have 
withdrawn at the first suspicion of deceit and with their departure they would 
have overthrown the secret and wicked plans of the protector. But Hastings 
put too much trust in Catesby's fidelity . . . "23 

This statement, coming no doubt from sources very close to Henry VII, explains 
Catesby's own swift and summary execution after Bosworth. At the same time, if the 
hypothesis is correct, Catesby's actions played a vital part in the Usurpation of 
Richard III. 

Great political betrayals merit large political rewards. Moreover, Catesby knew 
precisely what he wanted. No less than to supplant the position of his former master 
Lord Hastings both at court and within the midland shires of Warwick, Leicester and 
Northampton. The grateful new king came near to fulfilling Catesby's greedy 
ambitions. 

The Northamptonshire squire received the lion's share of Richard III's first 
generous dispensation of offices on the 28 June 1483;24 just two days after his accession. 
He was confirmed in his chancellorship of the Earldom of March, made Chan
cellor of the Exchequer for life and granted the chamberlainship of the Exchequer 
"quod Willelmus Hastings nuper dominus Hastings habuit".25 He was also granted 
the stewardships of Higham Ferrers and Daventry within the Duchy of Lancaster, 
both of which had been formerly held by Hastings and the title of Squire of the King's 
Body.26 The king's indulgence went even further. Probably at Catesby's own request, 
John Foster, another of Hastings' retainers, who held the lucrative stewardship of the 
Abbey of St Albans jointly with his master, was seized within hours of Hastings' 
summary execution and despatched to the Tower. Under sinister threats of intimidation 
and, indeed, actual starvation, Foster was persuaded to give up the stewardship which 
was granted to Cates by within two days of the former's arrest. The Abbot of St Albans 
was clearly impressed by Catesby's influence over the king and describes him as 
"magno Conciliario Domini nostri Regis Ricardi".27 It was a strange episode for 
someone who had lectured upon Magna Carta. 

Catesby's position was strengthened by his effectiveness and loyalty during the 
subsequent Buckingham revolt for which he was rewarded with numerous confiscated 
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estates.28 His position within the royal council was unassailable. Those who sought 
the favour of King Richard had first to placate his trusted councillor. On 17 December 
1483 Lord Thomas Stanley paid an annuity to William Catesby "for his good will and 
counsel past and to come".29 His kinsman, Lord Dudley, made Catesby steward of 
his manor of Rugby [Warwickshire] with a fee of ten marks annually.3 0 The Arch
bishop of Canterbury appointed him Bailiff of the Manor of Pagham,31 and the Abbey 
of St Mary's Combe to a yearly fee of two marks.32 At the Parliament of January 1484 
which sanctioned Richard III's right to the throne the trusted Catesby was appointed 
Speaker of the House of Commons.33 He continued to perform various important 
diplomatic and other commissions for the crown during the remainder of the reign.34 

Catesby's ambitions were by no means confined to national politics. Throughout 
Richard's short reign he used his position at court to strengthen his local influence 
within the midland shires. He was appointed to several important royal offices within 
Northamptonshire, including the constableship of Rockingham Castle,35 the steward
ship of the Guilsborough Hundred36 and Justice of the forest of White Wood37; in 
addition to various commissions of the Peace and of Array.38 All this newly-acquired 
influence and all his legal acumen seems to have been directed to the acquisition of 
what can only be described as an extensive patrimony of landed estates along the 
confluence of the Leicestershire, Northamptonshire and Warwickshire borders. Both 
the speed and the extent of this accumulation of lands, manors and lordships bear 
witness to Catesby's local predominance and his "sharp" conveyancing practices. 

The rise of the Catesby family in West Northamptonshire was very much a 
fifteenth-century phenomenon. Catesby's father, Sir William, had enclosed his park 
within the family manor of Ashby St Leger as late as 1458.39 Sir William Catesby 
seems to have been a particularly pious man, for in 1474 he was sent by the Prior of 
St Mary's, Coventry, to the Prior of Christ Church, Canterbury, with details relating 
to a local miracle;40 he was admitted into the confraternity of the Chapter of Christ 
Church, Canterbury that same year. 41 As well as rebuilding the family church at 
Ashby, Sir William also endowed the religious community in the nearby lordship of 
Catesby.42 He was, as has been seen, a prominent figure in the county and a retainer 
of Lord William Hastings. 

His ambitious son built upon the foundations established by the pious Sir William. 
Of necessity, the details of the landed transactions of William Cates by are obscure but 
their results were rather spectacular. By 1485 he had acquired an extensive block of 
estates and interests, centred upon Ashby St Leger, reaching into the neighbouring 
counties and including the Leicestershire manors of Dunton Bassett, Husbands 
Bosworth, Swinford and Catthorpe, the Northamptonshire manors and Lordships of 
Yelvertoft, Guilsborough, Snorscomb, Crick, Watford, Long Buckby, Welton, 
Braunston, Hellidon, Everdon and Farthingstone, with the adjoining Warwickshire 
manors of Napton, Ladbroke and Priors Hardwick.43 In this process, Catesby must 
have exercised quite remarkable powers of persuasion. At the Parliament of January 
1484 Richard III restored to Francis, Viscount Lovell the Holand inheritance formerly 
held by Sir Richard Grey. This included the Northamptonshire manors of Thorpe 
Waterville, Achurch, Aldwincle and Chelveston.44 Yet barely two months later, 
Lovell "for the singular Jove he bears him" made over these estates and others to 
William Catesby.45 Catesby also received directly from his royal patron the Leicester
shire, Northamptonshire and Warwickshire manors of Rothwell, Glapthorn, Brough
ton Ashby, Lilbourne, Clay Coton, Crick, Brington and others further afield to the 
total value of £273 9 shillings and 8 pence in return for an annual rent to the crown of 
£20 12 shillings and 9 pence. 46 There were to be other grants of estates in East Anglia 
and the West Country.47 

But there was more to this than persuasive charm. Such an impressive and 
strategic grouping of estates could not have been acquired within such a short period 
of time without resorting to elements of sharp practice and, indeed, the exertion of 
strong coercive pressures upon individuals and corporations. During the first year of 
Richard's reign Catesby was granted the lordship of Buckby48 not far from his caput 
honoris at Ashby St Leger. About the same time, at the request of his queen, Richard 
gave the manor of Buckby to the College of St Margaret and St Bernard (Queen's 
College), Cambridge. By March 1485 Catesby had persuaded the college to make over 
to him and to his other uncle, John Catesby, esquire, of Althorpe, to his Use, the 
entire manor consisting of r,ooo acres of land, 1,000 acres of pasture, 100 acres of 
woods, rents to the annual value of twenty shillings, along with the advowson of the 
church of Buckby, for an annual rent, with a remittance of £4 "for the good service 
rendered by William Catesby to the college''.49 What, apart from the rent, induced 



HISTORICAL NOTES AND DOCUMENTS 47 

the Fellows of Queens to give up their newly-acquired estates is not known, but on 
Catesby's own admission he acquired other lands in Buckby from their previous 
owner, John Revell, by dubious means.so The will itself contains numerous references 
to this kind of thing. 

There is a further, better documented, example of the complicated and devious 
processes by which the Northamptonshire squire acquired his bloc of estates. During 
the period of Richard of Gloucester's protectorate bonds were taken out against a 
number of prominent members of the Wydcville-Grey faction as surety of good be
haviour.SI One such bond for 700 marks was taken out by Catesby on the Protector's 
behalf against Richard Haute, esquire, of lghtham, Kent. Haute was unable to raise 
the money so he made a further bond with Thomas Darcy and the bishops of Wor
cester and Durham to act as his guarantors for the sum against his manors of Denton 
and Tappington and other lands in Kent.S2 William Catesby turned this complicated 
situation to his own advantage by persuading Elizabeth, Richard Haute's wife and 
the surviving guarantor, the bishop of Worcester, to induce a third party, Thomas 
Peyton, to alienate his Northamptonshire manor of Welton (the estate that Catesby 
actually wanted) to Catesby, receiving as compensation the pledged Kentish manors 
of Denton and Tappington.s3 The legal process confirming this transaction was 
complicated by Richard Haute's participation in the Buckingham revolt and the 
consequent forfeiture of all his property and lands by the Act of Attainder passed at 
the Parliament of the 27 January 1484. Catesby was, however, able to retrieve the 
situation by using his influence with the king and his position as Speaker to include a 
schedule to the Act exempting this transaction from the consequences of I·Iaute's 
forfeiture;S 4 and perhaps also saving his life. The whole matter was brought to a 
successful conclusion, from Catesby's point of view at least, by a series of documents 
dated in January and February 1485 whereby he secured full title to the manor of 
Welton from the Peyton family. SS 

With the defeat and death of Richard III at the Battle of Bosworth the ambitions 
and aggrandizements of this astute lawyer came to an abrupt end. Despite any last
minute attempts to come to terms with the new king, Catesby's fortunes were too 
closely tied to those of his Plantagenet lord to survive the Lancastrian restoration. 
He was also a man with many enemies who knew too much. Had Richard won that 
fatal battle and fulfilled his desire to restore his kingdom to "the blessings of un
interrupted tranquillity",S6 the Northamptonshire squire might well have established 
a new noble dynasty; its patrimony based upon his accumulated estates along the 
Warwickshire, Northamptonshire and Leicestershire borders and further afield. In 
the event, William's dynastic ambitions died with him on the block at Leicester three 
days after the battle. 

His last will and testament, drawn up on the morning of his execution, is full of 
the bathos of his dramatic misfortune and political isolation. There were also pangs 
of conscience from a guilty man about to meet his Maker. Catesby left instructions to 
his wife to "restore all landes that I have wrongfully purchasid" .S7 There was also 
fear and remorse about the treatment of his surviving family, his wife and their two 
sons and two daughters, by the new regime leading to the pious but belated appeal: 

"I doute not the King wilbe good and gracious Lord to them (his children) 
for he is callid a full gracious prince. And I never offended hym by my good 
and Free Will; for god I take to be my juge I have ever lovid hym."S 8 

In fact, neither his instructions nor his appeals were to be fulfilled. The clause 
instructing the restoration of lands wrongfully purchased gave rise to a number of 
lawsuits. Within a year of his execution the Prior and Convent of Kirby Bellers, 
Leicestershire, petitioned the Chancellor: 

"that whereas William Catesby Esquire, lately deceased, brought the manor of 
Kyrkesby Beier, Leicestershire, the which manor was the right of the house of 
your said beseechers . .. and afterwards the said William Catesby, his concience 
moving him and knowing the right of the said house, made his last will that the 
said William Catesby and the others should make sure to your beseechers the 
manor of Kyrkesby aforesaid."S9 

Almost ten years later similar actions were still being taken. In 1494 William 
Grymbald petitioned that his ancestor Oliver Grymbald had been unjustly disseised 
by William Catesby of two messuages, 4½ virgates of land, 9 acres of pasture and 
10 acres of wood in Little Creaton60 [Northamptonshire]. 

In neither of these cases, nor even in those cases specifically mentioned in Catesby's 
will, were the lands restored to their lawful owners. The forfeiture of the Catesby 
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estates and property was regarded by Henry VII as a useful and timely windfall with 
which to reward his many loyal supporters and to add to the depleted revenues and 
estates of the crown. The manor of Kirby Bellers was granted to David Philip on 
2 March 148661 while the lands and property claimed by William Grymbald in Little 
Creaton were seized by the crown and ultimately given to another of Henry VII's 
Welsh supporters, Sir David Owen, in 1489.62 The manor of Braunston, mentioned 
in the will itself, was in March 1486 granted to Sir John Fortescue,63 Radenhall in 
Norfolk went to Sir William Norrys in 1486,64 Buckby to Sir David Owen and Everdon 
to Sir John Risley in 1487.65 Indeed, the bulk of the Catesby inheritance was lost to 
the family for ever. To some extent William had anticipated such a disastrous turn 
of events by the judicious use of the legal device of Feoffments to Uses involving his 
uncle, Sir John Catesby, the royal justice whose possessions were specifically exempted 
from his nephew's attainder by the first parliament of Henry VII's reign. The device 
was not altogether successful, for Acts of Attainder specifically included lands held 
to the use of the person attainted. Moreover, subsequent law suits reveal that, in the 
case of William's other uncle, John Catesby of Althorp, the feoffee retained lands 
held in jointure with his nephew and attempted to deprive Margaret and her young 
family of them. 66 

The attainder was not removed until a year after the death of Margaret Catesby, 
that is in October 1495.67 Even then the restoration of estates to William's heir, 
George Catesby, was subject to three stringent exemptions. That all grants made 
by royal letters patent were to stand. That John Bishop of Ely, Richard Emson and 
John Spenser were to hold the remainder of the lands as tenants for seven years and 
finally that an annuity of £roo be paid to the crown during the king's pleasure.68 
Consequently George received only a fraction of his father's accumulated wealth. 
On his death in November 1505, George Catesby held only the manor of Houghton
on-the-Hill, Leicestershire, acquired through his mother's inheritance in 1472, and 
the manors of Gretton, Sillisworth and Ashby St Leger in Northamptonshire with 
various smaller holdings in Warwickshire, the remnants of his grandmother's dowry.69 
Henry VII had not been his "good and gracious lord". 

At least one of the bishops chosen by William to assist his wife Margaret in the 
execution of his will also turned out to be a false friend. In 1486 the crown allowed 
John, bishop of Worcester, to keep for himself goods of William Catesby that he 
held as an executor valued at 1,000 marks.70 The Catesby inheritance was dissipated 
and disposed of by the new dynasty with unseemly haste. The capricious course of 
fifteenth-century politics banished the Catesby's back to the genteel obscurity from 
which they had emerged only a generation before. 

The final paragraph of William Catesby's will does, however, reveal something 
more of the spirit and the bitterness of the vanquished and friendless squire and, 
indeed, of the events that had caused this dramatic change in his fortunes. Despite 
his predicament, Catesby had not lost his ironic sense of humour. His comment in 
the final paragraph, "My lordis Stanley Strange and all that blod help and pray for 
my soule for ye have not for my body as I trusted in you",71 is a grim joke that ex
presses succinctly the bitterness of Richard II I's supporters at the final and last-minute 
duplicity of the Stanleys which secured Henry Tudor's narrow victory on Bosworth 
Field.72 There is also a touch of irony in his request to his uncle, Sir John Catesby, 
who survived these dramatic events to continue his distinguished legal career under 
the new dynasty, "remembrer my soule as ye have done my body; and better". In the 
last clauses of his will the wretched but defiant Catesby remembeted his chaplain 
and his close friend, Lord Lovell, who had escaped Henry's soldiers. In a final pang 
of conscience he instructed Margaret to "se the Sadeler Hartlyngtone be paid and in all 
other places" .73 

Margaret Catesby fulfilled her husband's will to the best of her ability. William 
was buried near the altar of the family church at Ashby St Leger. On her own death 
in 1494, the pair finally were reunited in a double tomb under a monumental brass 
depicting William, Margaret and their children with the inscription: 

"Hie jacet Willelmus Catisby armiger et Margareta uxor ejus, qui quidem 
Willelmus obiit vicessimo [sic] die mensis Augusti anno Domini millesimo 
CCCC octogesimo quinto et predicta Margareta obiit viii O die mensis Octobris 
anno Domini millesimo CCCC LXXXXiiii, quorum animabus propicietur 
Deus. Amen."74 

THE WILL 
(Public Record Office Pro b. II /7 Register Logg fo. 15 [Reproduced by permission of 



HISTORICAL NOTES AND DOCUMENTS 49 

the Controller of H.M. Stationery Office] Modem punctuation has been added to 
the original will drawn up in two paragraphs.) 
Testamentum Willelmi Catesby 

Thys ys the Wille of William Cates by esquyer made the XXV day of August the 
first yere of King Henry the VIIth tobe executed by my dere and Welbelovid wiff to 
whom I have ever be trewe of my body putting my sole trust in herr for the executione 
thereof for the welthe of my soule the which I am undowted she will execute: as for 
my body, whan she may, [it is] tobe buried in the churche of Saynt !egger in Aisby 
[Ashby St Ledger, Northamptonshire] and to do suche memorialles for me as I have 
appoynted by for. And to restore all londes that I have wrongfully purchasid 
and to pay the residue of suche lond as I have boughte truly and to deviene yt among 
herr childrene and myne as she thinkithe good after herr discrecione. I doute not the 
King wilbe good and gracious Lord to them, for he is callid a full gracious prince. 
And I never offended hym by my good and Free Will; for god I take to my juge I 
have ever lovid hym. Item: that the executours of Nicholas Cowley75 have the lond 
agayn in Evertoft withoute they have their C.li. Item: in like wise Revell76 his lond in 
Bukby. Item: in like wise that the coopartioners have their part in Rodynhalle77 in 
Suff. [sic.] if we have right therto or els tobe restored to them that had yt befor. Item: 
in like wise the londes in Brownstone78 if the pane have right that hadd yt befor. And 
the londes besides Kembaltone79 bye disposid for my soule and Evertons 80 and so of 
all other londes that the parte hathe right Iue. Item: that all my Fader dettes and 
bequestes be executed and paid as to the hous of Catesby8I and other. Item: that my 
lady of Bukingham82 have C.Ji. to help herr children and that she will se my lordes 
dettes paid and his will executed. And In especialle in suche lond as shold be amortesid 
to the hous of Plasshe. 83 Item: my Lady of Shaftisbury XL marke. 84 Item: that John 
Spenser85 have his LX Ii withe the olde money that I owe. Item: that Thomas Andrews 
have his XX Ji. And that all other bequestes in my other will be executed as my 
especialle trust is in you masteres lvl.argarete And I hertly cry you mercy if I have 
delid uncurtesly withe you. And ever pray you to !eve sole and all the dayes of your 
Jiff to do for my soule. And ther as I have, be executour I besech you se the Willes 
executed. And pray of Jorde [bishop of] Wynchester [Winchester] my lord [bishop] 
of Worcetour [Woucester] my lord [bishop] of London' to help you to execute this my 
will and they will do sume what for me. And that Richard Frebody may have his 
XX Ji. agayne and Badby X Ii. or the londes at Evertons and ye the X Ii. And I pray 
you in every place se cleiemese in my soule and pray fast and I shall for you and Ihu 
[Jesus] have mercy uponne my soule Amen. 

My lordis Stanley, Strange86 and all that blod help and pray for my soule for ye have 
not for my body as I trusted in you. And ifmy issue reioyce [sic] my londes I pray you 
lete maister Johnne Elton' have the best benefice. And my lord love!J87 come to grace 
than that ye shew to hym that he pray for me. And uncle Johanne ss remembrer my 
soule as ye have done my body; and better. And I pray you se the Sadeler Hartlyngtone 
be paid and in all other places. 
[Probate granted on 31 January 1486]. 
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MOUNT ST. BERNARD'S REFORMATORY, LEICESTERSHIRE 
by Bernard Elliott 

Most people know that Mount St Bernard's Abbey in the Charnwood Forest was the 
first permanent monastery to be built in England after the Reformation, but few 
people seem to know that the monks, who belong to the Cistercian order, established in 
the grounds of the Abbey one of the largest reformatories ever set up in England. 
The monk responsible for this innovation was the second Abbot, Dom Bernard Burder. 
The French Cistercians had in 1853 set up a reformatory for juvenile delinquents 
at the Abbey of La Trappe in Normandy, and Burder proposed to follow their example. 
Consequently, in 1856, the reformatory at Mount St Bernard's began its short, but 
tragic, career, at a time when, thanks to the efforts of Mary Carpenter1 and other 
penal reformers, the reformatory movement was gathering momentum in England. 

Unfortunately, things did not go too well for the Abbot. One reason was the 
character of the boys who were sent to the reformatory. Abbot Burder and his sup
porters had expected to receive boys from the Midland towns, such as Birmingham, 
Nottingham and Leicester; but for the first few years most of the inmates came from 
Liverpool and district and were of Irish parents. They were certainly some of the 
roughest and worst delinquents in the whole country. Nevertheless, Abbot Burder 
was prepared to accept them, since the Catholic Bishop of Liverpool agreed to pay 
him a lump sum of £2,000 on condition that he took all the delinquents of the area 
until the Liverpool Catholic authorities acquired a reformatory of their own.2 To this 
the Abbot agreed, but it was to be a bad bargain for him. First of all, it meant that the 
reformatory took in young criminals of the worst type imaginable; far too difficult 
for monks to handle. It also led to bitter quarrels between the Abbot and his com
munity, a most unseemly occurrence for a monastery. 
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The Cistercian monks had never liked the idea of a reformatory being established 
in the grounds of their Abbey. They had joined the order to lead a life of prayer and 
contemplation, not to have the supervision and care of large numbers of refractory 
youths. They did not see eye to eye with their Abbot and when the Liverpool delin
quents descended upon them in considerable numbers, they found it harder than 
ever to keep silent about their feelings on the subject. T hey felt that Burder's action 
was not consistent with the principles of their vocation. It seems that the Abbot himself 
realized the difficulties caused by the establishment of the reformatory, particularly 
since the rules of the Cistercian order were so severe that it made its running difficult. 
To remedy this he planned to have the Abbey and its monks transferred to the 
Benedictine order, whose rules were not quite so austere.3 Naturally, the Cistercian 
General Chapter and his own community were completely opposed to any such move, 
but Abbot Burder was a most determined man and was resolved to effect this change. 
When the opposition looked like preventing his plan of action, the Abbot decided to 
go in person to Rome to plead his cause before Pope Pius IX. Though the Pope had 
left Rome for his summer residence at Bologna, Abbot Burder succeeded in having a 
long interview with him, as a result of which the Pope appointed a commission of 
three bishops to settle the matter.4 In October 1858, three important Catholic clerics, 
including Cardinal Wiseman, came to Mount St Bernard's to review the situation. 
After considerable deliberation, they opposed the transfer and so the Abbey remained 
under the Cistercian rule, as it does to this day. But Abbot Burder was not the man 
to take a defeat lightly; he resigned his position as Abbot, left the Abbey but remained 
witlrin the order.5 

For several years after Burder's departure, the monks had a most uphill task 
in managing the reformatory. They hoped to reform the delinquents by giving them a 
general elementary education and by teaching them a trade. To this end they estab
lished a large farm of some three hundred acres in the vicinity of the Abbey, where, 
under skilled instructors, the boys could learn about farming. In addition, they em
ployed qualified instructors to teach the boys tailoring, shoe-making and carpentry. 
The monks also hoped that the religious influence of a monastery would have a bene
ficial effect upon the juvenile delinquents committed to their care. 

Despite all their hard work, however, the reformatory did not succeed. The 
monks and their lay instructors found the Liverpool boys too difficult to handle. 
Matters reached a climax in 1863 when the boys rose in rebellion against them. 
Following this incident, the Government gave the Catholic authorities a distinct 
warning that unless the management of the reformatory was taken out of the hands 
of the monks, its certificate would be withdrawn.6 

The reformatory had given so much trouble to the Catholic church that most 
of the Bishops would have concurred in its closure. However, one Bishop felt that such 
a course of action would be detrimental to Catholicism in England; and so, Bishop 
William Turner of Salford informed the Government that the diocese of Salford would 
take over the management of the reformatory from 1 July 1863.7 Accordingly, on that 
date, Bishop Turner and a committee of Lancashire priests and laymen, including 
W. Harper, the Town Clerk of Bury, took control of the reformatory, thereby allowing 
the monks to seek once more the seclusion of their cloisters and to enjoy the peace and 
quiet of their vocation. 

The reformatory continued under the direction of the Salford committee for 
several more years, during which it enjoyed a considerable reputation for its work in 
reclaiming delinquents from the pursuits of crime. Eventually, in 1875, the Salford 
committee felt unable to continue its management and this time the Rosminians or 
Institute of Charity came to the assistance of the Catholic authorities. 8 They agreed 
to run the reformatory. But in 1880 the Home Secretary insisted on large-scale altera
tions to the premises which they could not afford.9 In these circumstances, the man
agers agreed not to apply for a renewal of the certificate, and so, on 30 June 1881, the 
reformatory of Mount St Bernard's was closed-but not quite. 

In 1884, the premises were reopened to allow boys from the "Clarence" reforma
tory school ship, moored in the Mersey, to stay there. In 1863, the Liverpool Catholic 
authorities had been given a disused battleship, the "Clarence", for use as a reforma
tory, and in 1881 the Liverpool delinquents set fire to it and sank it.JO So, for a year, 
the Liverpool boys returned to their old haunts. Then, in 1885, the Admiralty gave the 
Liverpool authorities another old battleship, the "Royal William", for use as a 
reformatory. This, too, the Liverpool miscreants 'eventually sank in 1898 (with a 
Bishop on board administering confirmation),11 but by this time the premises of 
Mount St Bernard's reformatory were too dilapidated for further use. In 1885, the 
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reformatory was closed for good and its ruins can still be seen some half mile north-west 
of the present Abbey. 
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JAMES THOMPSON, HISTORIAN OF LEICESTER 
by Malcolm Elliott 
James Thompson was born on 6 December 1817. His father was editor and proprietor 
of the Leicester Chronicle, a paper which openly espoused the cause of liberalism when 
to do so was to invite accusations of Jacobinism and lack of patriotism. The first 
Leicester Chronicle was founded in 1792 by Thomas Combe, the original owner of the 
booksellers now known as Clarke and Satchell, who was obliged to abandon publication 
under threat of prosecution for sedition. A renewed attempt to break the monopoly of 
the Tory Leicester Journal was made in 18ro, but the first editor of the reborn Chronicle 
was not a success, and the second indulged in such vituperative language that the 
proprietors were obliged to replace him in 1813. Soon after this, Thomas Thompson, 
who came from Preston in Lancashire, became printer, publisher and editor of the 
paper.! 

Thomas Thompson had his son, James, educated by the Rev. Charles Berry, 
minister of the Great Meeting Unitarian Chapel. Berry's influence over James 
Thompson was a strong one, and though he retained his allegiance to the Baptist 
church, he was a seeker all his life, and it is difficult to imagine him as anything but a 
free-thinker. At an early age he joined a debating society out of which grew the 
Leicester Mechanics' Institute, the Victorian equivalent of the W.E.A. or night school. 
Thompson soon developed phenomenal skill as a reporter and exercised his talents as 
editor of an Owenite paper, the Working Bee, and later as a sub-editor to O'Connor's 
Northern Star.2 After this radical phase, however, he settled down to help his father, 
becoming joint proprietor of the Leicester Chronicle in 1841. It was said that for upwards 
of thirty years he wrote all the paper's leading articles. 

In 1864, on his father's retirement, Thompson bought out his rival, the Leicester
shire Mercury, to form a joint publication, the Leicester Chronicle and Leicestershire 
Mercury. The merger was symptomatic of a coming-together of the two wings of 
journalistic Liberalism in Leicester which, for the previous twenty years, had slandered 
each other in their respective columns. 

Thompson had a fundamental attachment to economy in expenditure which led 
him to oppose such fripperies as the building of a new town hall and the removal of 
the cattle market to Welford Road, but he had also a love of buildings like the Guildhall, 
hallowed by time and rich in historic associations. When it was proposed to build the 
Wyggeston School in St Martin's over the foundation of the old hospital, he pleaded 
valiantly, but in vain, for its retention. Road widening and the need to utilize the 
remainder of the site as the new school playground were not enough, in Thompson's 
view, to justify the demolition of one of the most interesting buildings in Leicester. 
In November 1873, Thompson wrote to the Governors of the Wyggeston Schools, 
of whom Canon Vaughan was chairman, reminding them of the earlier loss of the 
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Blue Boar Inn: "It might", he said, "have been purchased for a few hundred pounds, 
yet it was allowed to be swept away with ruthless purpose by a speculating builder. 
May I not assert that its .removal was a public loss, and that not an intelligent person 
in Leicester fails to deplore the demolition of the old Blue Boar Inn, in which King 
Richard slept only a few days before he fell on the field at Bosworth ? I do not hesitate 
to assert that to take to pieces the old hospital--the only memorial we have of William 
Wigston-would be an act as much to be deprecated, and eventually to be regretted, 
as was the destruction of the old Blue Boar Inn; and that men in after-times will ask, 
with shame and sorrow, why their fathers laid light hands on the fabric so directly 
identified with one of Leicester's chief worthies and most charitable citizens, and why 
they did not preserve it with loving consideration".3 

Thompson was no mere sentimentalist and shared his contemporaries' low 
estimation of the architectural merits of the building, but he argued: "as a study for 
the architect and the workman, its constructive details-its windows, doors, porches, 
carved woodwork-may be inspected with advantage, though tl1e busy fingers which 
wrought them have lain in the dust for three centuries and a half". He put forward 
specific proposals for its preservation and continued use, possibly "as a supplemental 
school-room". "In any case," he concluded, "it would be an act of vandalism to lay 
violent hands on the chapel". His plea fell on deaf ears and the entire fabric was sold 
for a mere £92.4 

Four years later, in 1877, a month before his death, he wrote in defence of the old 
Guildhall, threatened with demolition as "a disgrace to the property in the surrounding 
districts" now that the new municipal buildings were opened in the Town Hall Square.5 

Thompson swept aside such philistinism with a passionate defence of the old place: 
"Is not the fact that some of the most celebrated men of ancient days have been within 
the walls of this venerable building, sufficient to give it a special interest in our eyes ? 
We know that Shakespeare was once here; that Charles I was once here; that his 
nephew, the 'fiery Rupert', was once here; that the great Protector, Oliver Cromwell, 
was once here: and that in later days the eloquence of Brougham and Denman has 
resounded along the timbers of the ancient roof. Are not these memories sufficient to 
hallow every portion of the whole pile ?"6 

In 1854 he edited the Midland Counties Historical Collector, a publication which 
he described as "the repository of scattered information on local history, on local 
antiquities, on folk-lore, and on heraldry and genealogy" covering Northamptonshire, 
Lincolnshire and Nottinghamshire as well as Leicestershire. The Collector did not 
appear after the first two volumes, but in January 1855 the Leicestershire Archreologi
cal and Historical Society itself was formed with Thompson as one of its founding 
members. A glance at the pages of the first volume of the Transactions shows Thompson 
lecturing to the Society on Early Heraldry in Leicestershire, on Leicester Castle, on 
Wigston's Hospital, on Roman Leicester, on the Jewry Wall, on Melton and the 
Reformation and on Kirby Muxloe Castle. His last contribution to the Transactions 
came in 1874, when he wrote on the Rolls of the Mayors of Leicester. His enthusiasm 
for the work of the Society never faltered and he organized many of its early excursions 
to places of interest. 

At the same time he was an active member of the Literary and Philosophical 
Society, a Fellow of the Royal Historical Society and local secretary of the Society of 
Antiquaries. 

It is, however, as the historian of Leicester that Thompson will most be re
membered today. In 1846 he produced his first Handbook of Leicester which led him 
to conduct his own research into the records of the borough. Indeed, he was the fore
runner of Mary Bateson in his careful study of our unique collection of town records, 
and his Essays on English Municipal Government, published in 1867, are still a source 
of great value to the student of municipal history. In 1871 he wrote his History of 
Leicester in the Eighteenth Century, bringing his earlier history of the town up to the 
year 1800. 

It was a fitting tribute to James Thompson that when the Prince of Wales opened 
Abbey Park in 1882 he should have been presented with a copy of Thompson's work;7 
for in 1875 he had urged the need for additional pleasure parks and envisaged the 
construction of a great new "People's Park" as part of the reclamation scheme then in 
progress along tl1e course of the Soar through the Abbey Meadows. Thompson's 
editorial vision might almost have been taken as a blueprint for the design of Abbey 
Park with its "large pool or lakelet". The soil displaced by this, wrote Thompson, 
could be "used to throw up earthen mounds and banks to diversify the surrounding 
surface with great success, and huge masses of rock could be brought from no great 
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distance to impart rustic wildness and fine effect to the landscape gardener's concep
tion. A cricket enclosure, a gymnasium and an aviary might constitute the minor 
accessories of the inviting character of the grounds".s 

Thompson, the newspaper editor, was always alive to the realities of his own day 
and threw himself wholeheartedly into battle on behalf of the Liberals. In 1867 he 
fought and won a seat on the Town Council for East St Margaret's ward, though he 
lost it by the narrowest of margins three years later. His desire to add amenities to the 
town reflects his primary concern as a politician with matters of public health and 
hygiene. He was, above all, an advocate of sanitary reform and the construction of an 
adequate system of sewerage and drainage for the community. Indeed, his readers 
must have wearied occasionally of the frequency with which he pursued this theme. 
As early as 1844 the Leicester Chronicle had insisted that "adequate drainage" was 
"the first duty of the Town Council",9 and it gave unwavering support to Joseph 
Whetstone in his fight for sanitary improvement. When the General Board of Health 
in London appeared to put obstacles in the way of local improvement, Thompson 
thundered his indignation against the Board and its Secretary, Edwin Chadwick. "In 
vain does the Town Council persevere with a laudable wish to promote public health, 
in promoting a well-discussed, well-matured, carefully-constructed scheme, there 
is a power which stands above it in the metropolis which throws obstacles in its way, 
with a pertinacity that would do honour to a better cause", wrote Thompson. "It is 
trifling with the common weal of a large community thus to prolong discussion and 
enquiry, which except the Superintending Inspectors of the General Board thinks 
have been carried on to the utmost limits of endurance."IO 

When, in 1854, the government saw fit to grant Chadwick a pension, indignation 
flowed furiously from Thompson's pen. Chadwick's case was, he said, "a singularly 
unhappy one for the exemplification of the principle of granting pensions". Why 
should other public servants, such as "worn out editors" be expected to do without 
such resource while "your well-feathered functionary of the Order of Red Tape must 
be extravagantly paid for doing nothing to the end of his days",11 

To the present generation of Leicester people, Thompson will be remembered 
primarily as the founder of the Leicester Daily Mercury in 1874. The paper sold at a 
halfpenny and soon ran to five thousand copies a day. The Leicester Chronicle con
tinued to appear every Friday, and six years after Thompson's death, his successor, 
Francis Hewitt, claimed that it had the largest circulation of any penny weekly in the 
world,12 

James Thompson died at his home, Dannett House, Fosse Road, on 20 May 1877. 
He had no children, and his wife, Janet Bissett-Thompson, became proprietress of his 
newspapers on his death; selling out within a few months to Francis Hewitt. Few men 
have done as much to illumine the town's past, to serve it in their own day and to 
leave so rich a legacy to future generations. We have good cause to remember him. 
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Plate 3 Breedon-on-the-Hill, L eicestershire, church of St M ary and St Hardulph : 
carved angel figure in first -floor chamber of tower (By courtesy of the Courtauld 

I nstitute of Art) 


