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THE TOWN OF LUTTERWORTH  
IN THE LATER MIDDLE AGES

Andrew Watkins

In 1214 a small town was founded by the Verdons in their manor of 
Lutterworth. It displays many of what are now regarded as characteristic 
features of such settlements: with a planned layout, specialised trading areas, 
civic and commercial buildings, permanent shops and stalls, as well as diverse 
occupations. Its institutional structure based on the view of frankpledge, with 
a fraternal guild taking on an increasing role in the management of communal 
amenities by the early sixteenth century, is echoed in many similar small towns. 
Lutterworth was one element in an integrated network of towns and village 
markets across Leicestershire, Northamptonshire and Warwickshire, and it 
enjoyed regional links with Coventry, Leicester and Northampton, facilitating 
trade between the East and West Midlands. There was also a national dimension 
through interaction with traders from London. 

INTRODUCTION

The late-medieval small town of Lutterworth is perhaps best known today for its 
association with its fourteenth-century rector, John Wyclif. He was a respected 
theologian in life, a heretic in death, an inspiration for Lollardy, and fondly thought 
by some in later centuries as the ‘morning star’ of the Reformation. Posthumously 
his body brought some notoriety to the town with the disinterment and desecration 
of his bones in 1428.1 However, late medieval Lutterworth also deserves to be 
known for its local prominence and role as a successful small market town in 
south Leicestershire. It was not a ‘new town’ created in the later middle ages as 
the settlement had much earlier origins. Lutterworth’s development and role before 
the foundation of the town in 1214 has yet to be appreciated fully, but it lay in a 
part of the county well settled in the Iron Age and Romano-British period, and 
from the seventh and eighth centuries it had a minster church. A terrier of the 
manor compiled in 1509 for the Marquess of Dorset tells us much about the later 
medieval development of the town. It names streets and lanes, notes the existence of 
two market crosses, two large marketplaces, five inns, a School House, a drapery, 
butchery and Westminster Hall, most probably the town’s courthouse. The terrier 
also reveals that the town was interspersed with cottages, barns, gardens, orchards 
and crofts.2 

1 Anne Hudson, Anthony Kenny, ‘Wyclif , John (d. 1384)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 
Oxford University Press, 2004; online edn, Sept 2010 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/30122 
accessed 26 June 2017]; Emily Michael, ‘John Wyclif on Body and Mind’, Journal of the History of 
Ideas, 64:3 (2003), pp. 343–4; A[rthur] H. Dyson and Hugh Goodacre, Lutterworth: John Wycliffe’s 
Town (London, Methuen & Company, 1913), hereafter Dyson and Goodacre, ‘Lutterworth’, p. 32.

2 Warwick County Record Office, hereafter WCRO, CR2017/E42. This survives as a seventeenth-
century transcript of a lost original. 
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In the late 1530s, Leland was in no doubt regarding its status. Travelling 
from Leicester, he asserted confidently that it was ‘a market toune 10 miles 
toward Warwikshire’, adding that the ‘toune is scant half so bigge as Lughborow 
(Loughborough)’.3 John Goodacre was able to show how elements of the medieval 
town persisted into the early sixteenth century and stressed the importance of 
farming to its inhabitants. Charles Phythian-Adams noted that it ‘boasted only 116 
dwellings in 1509, and only the rudiments of urban economic activity. Apart from 
its modest weekly market and its Drapery- used largely by itinerant cloth-merchants 
– the place was not much different in character from a swollen open-field village’. 
Jane Laughton examined Lutterworth as part of a wider investigation into the late 
medieval urban hierarchy of the East Midlands and by using tax lists was able to 
demonstrate that Lutterworth was a middle ranking town within later medieval 
Leicestershire.4

Previous generations of historians believed that the defining characteristic of a 
medieval small town was evidence of borough status and ensuing self-government. 
More recently, the criteria for regarding a medieval settlement as a town has been 
redefined with the emphasis now resting on population size, with a high proportion 
of the inhabitants living by a variety of trades and non-agricultural activities. 
There is often distinctive topography with a high density of buildings, as well as 
the presence of merchants and resident gentry. Small towns also hosted cultural 
activities, including guilds and schools.5 At the same time these small market towns 
retained an overt rural character with many keeping livestock and cultivating 
crops, while barns and other farm buildings stood on the same streets as burgages, 
messuages and shops.6 

LUTTERWORTH BEFORE 1214

In the Iron Age and Romano British period the area around Lutterworth was well 
settled.7 In 1086 it was recorded as ‘Lytresvrde’, an Old-English place-name element 

3 Leland’s Itinerary in England and Wales, vol 1, 1535–43, (ed) Lucy Toulmin Smith (London, Bell & 
sons, 1908), p.19. Leland’s estimation that Lutterworth was only half the size of Loughborough is 
largely borne out by comparison of two places in the 1525 lay subsidy: Jane Laughton, Evan Jones and 
Christopher Dyer, ‘The urban hierarchy in the later Middle Ages: a study of the East Midlands’, Urban 
History 28 (2001), hereafter Laughton, Jones and Dyer, ‘Urban hierarchy’, p. 341.

4 John Goodacre, The Transformation of a Peasant Economy (Aldershot, Scolar, 1994), hereafter 
Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, p. 14; Charles Phythian-Adams, Desolation of a City (Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 1979), hereafter Phythian-Adams, ‘Desolation’, p. 7; Jane Laughton, 
‘Lutterworth’ from the ESRC project, `Urban hierarchy and functions in the east midlands in the late 
middle ages’ (No. R0002359022), 1995–97, hereafter Laughton, ‘Lutterworth’. Many aspects of Dr 
Laughton’s work on Lutterworth have subsequently been published in articles cited below. 

5 Richard Holt and Gervase Rosser, ‘Introduction: the English town in the Middle Ages’, in Richard Holt 
and Gervase Rosser (eds), The English Medieval Town (London, Longman, 1990), p. 6; Mark Bailey, 
‘Trade and Town in Medieval England: New Insights from Familiar Sources’, The Local Historian 
29 (1999), pp. 195–6; Christopher Dyer, ‘Small places with large consequences: the importance of 
small towns in England 1000–1540’, Historical Research 75 (2002), hereafter Dyer, ‘Small places’, pp. 
2, 7–11; Christopher Dyer, ‘The Archaeology of Medieval Small Towns’, Medieval Archaeology 47 
(2003), pp. 98–113.

6 Dyer, ‘Small places’, pp. 1–24.
7 Carenza Lewis, Patrick Mitchell-Fox and Christopher Dyer (eds), Village and Hamlet (Manchester, 
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meaning an ‘enclosure’ of some sort on the stream called the Hlutre – a name 
meaning ‘clear, pure and bright’. This may be an earlier name of the River Swift.8 The 
enclosure might have been associated with the Anglo Saxon minster system, which 
might have been established in this part of the Kingdom of Mercia sometime in the 
seventh and eighth centuries. This is reflected in the place-name of neighbouring 
Misterton, which means the tun, ‘settlement’ or ‘estate’ of a minster which might 
have supported a religious community. Minster enclosures often comprised 
seigniorial sites, as well as religious and secular buildings, frequently becoming a 
focus for commerce and low-level industrial activity.9 In 1086 this part of south 
Leicestershire was relatively densely populated and Lutterworth was a manor of 13 
carucates, held by Maino the Breton and worth £7. There were 12 working ploughs, 
representing the extent of the arable land. There were 28 households composed of 
two bondmen and a bondwoman in the demesne, six villeins, seven bordars and 
12 sokemen, suggesting a population of around 140–50.10 Along with Gilmorton 
it was the most populous settlement in the south of the county.11 The bordars may 
be significant as they owned less land than the sokemen, and were of a lower social 
status. They often had to labour for the better-off sokemen, or augmented their 
resources by undertaking crafts. At Lutterworth they may well represent an early 
community of traders and craftsmen. 

AGRICULTURAL CONTEXT

Before the mid-fourteenth century, the area around Lutterworth was a champion 
landscape of nucleated settlements surrounded by their three open fields, where grain 
cultivation predominated, especially spring crops.12 The demographic adjustments, 

Manchester University Press, 1997), hereafter Lewis, Mitchell-Fox and Dyer, ‘Village and Hamlet’, p. 
41; Harold S. A. Fox, ‘The people of the Wolds in English settlement history’, in Michael Aston, David 
Austin and Christopher Dyer (eds), The Rural Settlements of Medieval England: studies dedicated to 
M.W. Beresford and J.G. Hurst (Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 1989), pp. 78–9, fig. 5.1.

8 Barrie Cox, The Place-Names of Leicestershire, Part Five: Guthlaxton Hundred (EPNS, 2011), 
hereafter Cox, ‘Place-Names’, p.137. 

9 Lewis, Mitchell-Fox and Dyer, ‘Village and Hamlet’, pp. 47, 84; Cox, ‘Place-Names’, p. 147; Graham 
Jones, ‘The Origins of Leicestershire: churches, territories and landscape’, in Kathleen Elkin (ed.), 
Medieval Leicestershire: Recent Research on the medieval archaeology of Leicestershire, Leicestershire 
Fieldworkers’ Monograph, 3 (2015), p. 22; John Blair, The Church in Anglo-Saxon Society (Oxford, 
Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 196–9, 265–8, 287–90.

10 Roy Millward, ‘Leicestershire 1100–1800’ in N[orman] Pye, Leicester and its Region (British 
Association for the Advancement of Science, Leicester University Press, Leicester. 1972), pp. 237–9; 
D. Holly, ‘Leicestershire’ in H. C. Darby and I. B. Terrett (eds), The Domesday Geography of Midland 
England (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1954), p. 351; David Roffe, Domesday: the Inquest 
and the Book (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 150; Nigel Goose and Andrew Hinde, 
‘Estimating local population sizes at fixed points in time: Part II- specific sources’, Local Population 
Studies 77 (2006), hereafter Goose and Hinde, ‘Estimating local population sizes’, pp. 75–6.

11 The manors at Claybrooke and Poultney supported the similar numbers but were divided between two 
settlements – Claybrooke Magna and Claybrooke Parva, and Great Poultney and Middle Poultney: 
Holly, ‘Leicestershire’, p. 315.

12 Lewis, Mitchell-Fox and Dyer, ‘Village and Hamlet’, pp. 52–4; Rodney Hilton, ‘Medieval Farming’ 
in VCH Leicester, vol. 2, hereafter Hilton, ‘Medieval Farming’, pp. 157–62; Edmund King, ‘The 
East Midlands’ in Edward Miller (ed.), The Agrarian History of England and Wales 3 1348–1500 
(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1991), hereafter King, ‘The East Midlands’, pp. 77–91,  
660–75.



118   andrew watkins

following the plague of 1348 and subsequent epidemics, led to significant change from 
the mid-fourteenth century, with the abandonment of land, migration, engrossing, 
the dilapidation of buildings, the emergence of tofts, while the profitability of 
sheep farming led to widespread enclosure, as land once arable lapsed into pasture 
during the fifteenth century.13 In some instances, this saw complete abandonment 
of settlements, while other villages surrounding Lutterworth had been enclosed and 
almost completely depopulated by the end of the fifteenth century, and their arable 
fields converted into pasture for sheep.14 

Within Lutterworth parish there was enclosure from this time. Moorbarns, to the 
west of the town, had once been the demesne land of the manor and was enclosed 
by 1509. As the sixteenth century progressed, it became increasingly significant for 
sheep grazing, and from the late 1550s was in the possession of Temples of Burton 
Dasset in Warwickshire. In 1583 it was estimated that Upper Moorbarn and Lower 
Moorbarn provided feeding for 700 ewes. The Spittle Grounds, along with the lands 
of the former hospital, also appear to have been converted into managed, enclosed 
sheep pastures by the sixteenth century, if not earlier.15

FOUNDATION AND INITIAL DEVELOPMENT

It is likely that the trading in the proto-urban centre around the minster at 
Lutterworth was sufficiently profitable by 1214 for Nicholas de Verdon to obtain a 
charter from King John to formalise legal arrangements over a weekly market.16 The 
Verdons also created a borough around the same time with the Hundred Rolls of 
1279, referring to 25 burgesses holding 43 burgages in Lutterworth. The engrossing 
of the properties might suggest that it had not fully met the Verdons’ expectations 
within its first 65 years. This view might be tempered by evidence from the 
unarguably successful small town of Stratford-upon-Avon in Warwickshire where 

13 Hilton, ‘Medieval Farming’, pp. 189–93; King, ‘The East Midlands’, pp. 72–6, 627–8; Goodacre, 
‘Transformation’, pp. 35–6.

14 Westrill and Cotes de Val in Leicestershire and Cold Newnham, Little Walton and Cestersover in 
Warwickshire were completely abandoned, and Bittesby, Knaptoft, Misterton, Poultney, Stormsworth 
and Wigston Parva had been enclosed and almost completely depopulated. Elkington, Hothorpe, 
Nobold, Onley, Silsworth and Sulby were deserted villages in Northamptonshire which lay within 
about ten miles of Lutterworth: Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, p. 36; M[aurice] W. Beresford and J[ohn] 
G. Hurst, Deserted Medieval Villages Studies (London, Lutterworth Press, 1971), pp. 192–3, 204–6, 
197–8; M[aurice] W. Beresford, The Lost Villages of England (Stroud, Sutton, 1998), pp 366–8; Keith 
J. Allison, M[aurice] W. Beresford and J[ohn] G. Hurst, The Deserted Villages of Northamptonshire, 
Department of English Local History Occasional Paper 18 (Leicester, Leicester University Press, 1966), 
pp. 39–46.

15 Northamptonshire Record Office, hereafter NRO, Temple (Stowe) Box 7/2; Goodacre, 
‘Transformation’, pp. 36, 96, 97–8; Warwickshire Grazier and London Skinner, 1532–55, (ed) 
N[athaniel] W. Alcock (Records of Social and Economic History, new series, 4, 1981), pp. 1–15, 207, 
233–4; Christopher Dyer, A Country Merchant 1495–1520 (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2012), 
hereafter Dyer, ‘A Country Merchant’, pp. 31–2; Cal.Inq.p.m. 36, pp. 195–6; Lutterworth Town Study 
Group, ‘Lutterworth in 1509’, The Leicestershire Historian, 12:7 (1976), hereafter ‘Lutterworth in 
1509’, p. 20.

16 Gazetteer of Markets and Fairs in England and Wales to 1516, Part 1, (ed) Samantha Letters,  
Lists and Index Society, 33, 2003, hereafter ‘Gazetteer of Markets and Fairs 1’, p. 208; Rot. Chart. 
1199–1216, p. 201; Cal Pat. R. 1413–6, p. 181. The market day was not specified in the grant of 
1214.
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in 1251–52, some 55 years after its foundation, there were also more burgage plots 
than burgesses holding them.17 In 1414, William Ferrers, Lord of Groby, obtained a 
confirmation of the market charter from Henry V granting him a weekly market on 
Thursday, and an annual fair on the vigil and feast of the Ascension.18

There is no evidence of a borough charter for Lutterworth and it may have been 
that burgage tenure was considered sufficient privilege to attract prospective burgesses. 
The institutional structure, as in many other small towns, resembled that of a village, 
with the basic framework provided by the seigniorial monthly little courts and the 
twice-yearly views of frankpledge presided over by the lord’s bailiff.19 In the will of John 
Feilding of 1403 there is a reference to ‘ly Bonde end’, and it may have been that in the 
early fifteenth century, if not earlier, there was distinction between the borough and its 
burgesses, and ‘ly Bonde end’ predominantly composed of tenants-at-will. However, 
by the sixteenth century this distinction had lapsed. By 1561 there were three tithings 
within the view of frankpledge, one for the town, one for Moorbarns and another for 
Catthorpe, which had been part of the fee of Verdon since at least 1279.20 

Around the time of the foundation of the borough in 1214, the Verdons endowed 
the Hospital of St John to maintain a priest and six poor men, and to provide hospitality 
for poor wayfarers. Medieval hospitals were frequently located in or near small towns; 
as with many others, St John’s lay on the fringe of the town to avoid the spread of 
contagious diseases among the urban population. They were habitually located next 
to streams and rivers to provide supplies of fresh water, and often stood on busy roads 
next to bridges to attract the alms of those entering towns. The association between 
bridge building and the creation of towns has long been appreciated, and it may well 
be that a bridge over the River Swift, later known as Spittle Bridge, was built around 
this time to encourage traders and travellers to visit.21

17 Bodleian Library, MS Rawl. B 350, fo. 23; E[leanora] M. Carus-Wilson, ‘The First Half Century of the 
Borough of Stratford-upon-Avon’, EcHR (2nd series), 18 (1965), hereafter Carus-Wilson, ‘Stratford-
upon-Avon’, p. 51. At Stratford-upon-Avon there were 234 burgesses holding 250 burgages.

18 Cal. Pat. R. 1413-6, p. 181.
19 R[odney] H. Hilton, The English Peasantry in the later middle ages (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 

1973), pp. 90–1; Mark Bailey, ‘Self-government in the small towns of late medieval England’, in Ben 
Dodds and Christian Liddy (eds), Commercial Activity, Markets and Entrepreneurs in the Middle 
Ages (Woodbridge, Boydell, 2011), hereafter Dodds and Liddy, ‘Commercial Activity’, pp. 108–9; 
Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, p. 13. For another example of small town government in Leicestershire 
see David Postles, ‘An English small town in the later Middle Ages: Loughborough’, Urban History 20 
(1993), hereafter Postles, ‘Loughborough’, p. 13. 

20 Lincolnshire Archives, Bishop’s Register 13 fo. 58. There were similar distinctions at Hinckley and 
Nuneaton; Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, pp. 20; Andrew Watkins, Small Towns in the Forest of Arden 
in the Fifteenth Century, Dugdale Society Occasional Paper 38 (1998), hereafter Watkins, ‘Small 
Towns’, p. 8; TNA, SC 2/183/83; John Nichols, The History and Antiquities of the County of Leicester 
1745–1826 (Wakefield, S.R. Publishers in association with Leicestershire County Council, 1971), 
hereafter Nichols. ‘Antiquities’, vol. 4:1, pp. 73–4. Bond End has left no obvious lasting impression 
in the town’s topography. Professor Dyer has suggested that it may have been either side of Church 
Street, shown as B plot series on Fig. 2, while Dr Goodacre has raised the possibility that it could have 
been along Ely Lane (Christopher Dyer and John Goodacre pers. comm.). 

21 VCH Leicester, vol. 2, p. 42; Carole Rawcliffe, ‘The Earthly and Spiritual Topography of Suburban 
Hospitals’, in Katherine Giles and Christopher Dyer (eds), Town and Countryside in the Middle 
Ages (Society for Medieval Archaeology Monographs, 22, 2007), hereafter Giles and Dyer, ‘Town 
and Countryside’, pp. 251–3, 263–7; David Harrison, The Bridges of Medieval England (Oxford, 
Clarendon Press, 2004), pp. 57–8; ‘Lutterworth in 1509’, p. 20. 
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Fig. 1. Village markets and towns surrounding late medieval Lutterworth.
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The initial success of Lutterworth may well have inspired the Verdons to found 
another market and borough in 1227 at Bretford, where the Fosse Way crossed 
the Avon a few miles away in their Warwickshire estate of Brandon. They had also 
founded a market and borough outside their castle at Alton on the edge of the 
Staffordshire Moorlands by 1239, but in contrast to Lutterworth, both of these met 
with limited long-term success.22  

Lutterworth was part of an inter-locking and overlapping local market 
network. Within a ten miles radius a further 16 markets were chartered before 
1327. Hinckley probably predated Lutterworth as there is evidence of a creation 
of a borough there from the early thirteenth century.23 The nearest market to 
Lutterworth was Lilbourne, five miles to the south, and Arnesby and Rugby, about 
seven miles away. A number of these new markets developed into boroughs and 
towns during the thirteenth century. These included Atherstone, Bretford, Brinklow, 
Nuneaton and Rugby in Warwickshire; Daventry in Northamptonshire; and 
Hinckley and Leicester were the closest towns within the county of Leicestershire.24 
In contrast to many others, Lutterworth’s market proved durable as by 1600, if not 
earlier, those in Leicestershire at Arnesby, Kibworth Beauchamp, Lubenham and 
Narborough had gone, and Bretford, Brinklow, Churchover, Hillmorton, Monks 
Kirby and Willoughby in Warwickshire were no longer functioning. Similarly, 
those Northamptonshire markets, which lay closest to Lutterworth at Lilbourne, 
Sibbertoft and Welford, had all lapsed by the sixteenth century.25

22 Gazetteer of Markets and Fairs in England and Wales to 1516, Part 2, (ed) Samantha Letters, Lists 
and Index Society, 33, 2003, hereafter ‘Gazetteer of Markets and Fairs 2’, pp. 315, 358; M[aurice] W. 
Beresford and H[erbert] P. R. Finberg, English Medieval Boroughs (Newton Abbot, David Charles, 
1973), hereafter Beresford and Finberg, ‘English Medieval Boroughs’, pp. 160, 173; R[odney] H. 
Hilton, A Medieval Society (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1983), pp. 48, 192; Terry Slater, 
‘Plan Characteristics of Small Boroughs and Market Settlements: Evidence from the West Midlands’, 
in Giles and Dyer, ‘Town and Countryside’, p. 26. 

23 The markets were Naseby (1203), Brinklow (1218), Lilbourne and Narborough (1219), Welford 
(1222), Kibworth Beauchamp (1223), Bretford (1227), Willoughby (1248), Rugby (1255), Churchover 
(1257), Hillmorton and Monks Kirby (1266), Wolvey (1326). Arnesby and West Haddon (1292), 
Sibbertoft (1300) and Lubenham (1327); Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, pp. 22–3m Map II; VCH 
Leicester, vol. 2, p. 177; Beresford and Finberg, ‘English Medieval Boroughs’, p. 135; ‘Gazetteer of 
Markets and Fairs 1’, pp. 206–9, 262, 266; ‘Gazetteer of Markets and Fairs 2’, pp. 358, 362.

24 Beresford and Finberg, ‘English Medieval Boroughs’, p. 135; Terry Slater, ‘Urban genesis and medieval 
town plans in Warwickshire and Worcestershire’ in Terry Slater and Paul Jarvis (eds), Field and Forest: 
an historical geography of Warwickshire and Worcestershire (Norwich, Geo Books, 1982), hereafter 
Slater, ‘Urban genesis’, pp. 182–6; VCH Leicester, vol 2, p. 177; Laughton, Jones and Dyer, ‘Urban 
hierarchy’, pp. 333–5.

25 James Masschaele ‘The multiplicity of medieval markets reconsidered’, Journal of Historical 
Geography, 20 (1994), pp.257–9; James Masschaele, Peasants, Merchants and Markets: Inland Trade 
in Medieval England, 1150–1350 (Basingstoke, Macmillan, 1997), pp. 83–4; R[ichard] H. Britnell, The 
Commercialisation of English Society, 1000–1500 (2nd edition, Manchester, Manchester University 
Press, 1996), hereafter Britnell, ‘Commercialisation’, pp. 156–7, 160; Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, pp. 
30–1, Map III; Wendy Baker, ‘Warwickshire Markets’, Warwickshire History, 6 (1986), pp. 169–70; 
Peter Goodfellow, ‘Medieval markets in Northamptonshire’, Northamptonshire Past and Present, 7 
(1987–8), pp. 321–2; Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, pp. 30–1, Map III.
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LORDSHIP

The later medieval lords of Lutterworth had a very limited day-to-day presence in 
the town as it was held by absentee noble families with multiple estates in many 
counties. The Anglo-Norman Verdons held the estate from the late eleventh century, 
and in 1349 the manor passed through the marriage to Henry, Lord Ferrers of 
Groby.26 This family held Lutterworth until the death of William de Ferrers in 
1445. The inquisition post mortem that followed noted that by then there was no 
manor house or demesne land in the manor. An enclosed pasture in Moorbarns 
was called ‘le Hall Orchard’ in 1577 and perhaps is associated with the, by then, 
long-abandoned manor house.27 In 1445 the Ferrers’ lands passed to Elizabeth, 
the granddaughter of William de Ferrers, and her husband Sir Edward Grey. It 
continued in this family, notably Thomas, first Marquess of Dorset from 1475, and 
subsequently his son, Thomas, the second Marquess from 1501, and his grandson, 
Henry, duke of Suffolk, from 1530 until 1554.28 

 Perhaps a more dynamic presence in the town’s daily life were the Feildings, a 
gentry family who resided in Lutterworth. In later centuries, once they had entered 
the ranks of the peerage as earls of Denbigh, they fancifully claimed their descent 
from the Habsburgs.29 They held a small estate there from the early-thirteenth century 
with their manor house occupying a burgage plot on the west side of High Street. 
Following the marriage of John Feilding to Margaret Purefoy in 1434, Newnham 
Paddox, or as it was then known Newnham Juxta Kirby, in Warwickshire was 
brought into the family, and by 1515 the Feildings had moved their main residence 
there.30 The Feildings were a dynamic force in the agriculture and commerce of 
Lutterworth, especially by the early sixteenth century when they were grazing sheep 
on their enclosed pastures to the west of the town and were active in the wool trade. 
On his death in 1515, Sir Everard Feilding was a Merchant of the Staple and in his 
will he bequeathed £100 from his stock at Calais to his daughter.31

26 Along with Lutterworth, the Verdons held Cotesbach and Newbold Verdon in Leicestershire, as 
well as a further 23 manors and various lands in Herefordshire, Northamptonshire, Oxfordshire, 
Shropshire, Staffordshire, Warwickshire and Wiltshire. By the late thirteenth century they also held 
extensive estates in Ireland: Cal.Inq.p.m. 2, pp. 58–60; Nichols, ‘Antiquities’, vol. 4:1, pp. 247–8; Cal.
Inq.p.m. 10, p. 509.

27 Cal.Inq.p.m. 26, pp. 195–6; TNA, C139/119/33 m 18; NRO, Temple (Stowe) Box 7/2.
28 G. E. C. Cockayne, The Complete Peerage, vol. 6, p. 654; Cal.Inq.p.m. 26, p. 188; T. B. Pugh, ‘Grey, 

Thomas, first marquess of Dorset (c.1455–1501)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford 
University Press, 2004 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/11560, accessed 30 August 2017]; 
Robert C. Braddock, ‘Grey, Thomas, second marquess of Dorset (1477–1530)’, Oxford Dictionary 
of National Biography, Oxford University Press, 2004; online edn, Jan 2008 [http://www.oxforddnb.
com/view/article/11561, accessed 30 August 2017]; Robert C. Braddock, ‘Grey, Henry, duke of Suffolk 
(1517–1554)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University Press, 2004; online edn, 
Jan 2008 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/11535, accessed 30 August 2017]. 

29 The claim is described in Nichols, ‘Antiquities’, vol. 4:1, pp. 278–80; and is carefully and 
comprehensively debunked in J[ohn] H[orace] Round, Studies in Peerage and Family History (London, 
Woburn Press 1971), pp. 216–49. 

30 Nichols, ‘Antiquities’, vol. 4:1, pp. 278–80; William Dugdale, The Antiquities of Warwickshire (2 
vols, 2nd edn, London, 1730), hereafter Dugdale, ‘Antiquities of Warwickshire’, vol. 1, pp. 85–6; 
Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, pp. 13–14.

31 Cal. Pat. R. 1367–70, p. 26; TNA, CP40/753 m 185, CP40/392 m 7, CP40/425 m 6, CP40/546 m 
123; Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, pp. 154–5; Cal. Pat. R. 1494–1509, p. 447; WCRO, CR 2017/
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TOPOGRAPHY

Late medieval Lutterworth had access to trade routes of national, regional and local 
significance. Although the town only lay about five miles away from the intersection 
of Watling Street and Fosse Way, Coventry drew away most of their long-distance 
traffic. In later centuries stagecoaches between Chester and London travelled 
down Watling Street, but left it at High Cross to go through the Claybrookes to 
Lutterworth and then onto Northampton. This may have reflected earlier practice.32 

From the west a road from Coventry crossed Watling Street at Cross in Hand 
and entered the Woodmarket over a stone-built cart bridge known as the Wood 
Bridge. This was a long-distance route bringing in cartloads of Warwickshire coal, 
as well as other Arden products such as cattle, hides, timber and charcoal. In 1509 
this was called the ‘King’s road called Colespitts’. Visitors to Lutterworth along 
this passed by the Pedlars’ Cross, a name suggesting it was where petty, itinerant 
retailers congregated to be supervised by officials. They would have then seen the 
Stone Cross at the west end of the Woodmarket, and noticed that around this wide 
street lay three inns – the Bull, the Pannier and the Saracen’s Head – along with the 
scaffold for the gallows on the south side.33 

An important route from Market Harborough came in from the south of the 
town. It passed St John’s Hospital and the Spittle mills, before crossing Spittle 
bridge.34 It then came to a steep, triangular area known as the Wellgriffe at the east 
end of the Woodmarket. In 1509 there were six shops along it, four owned by Martin 
Feilding, the bailiff, and two by William Worship, a kinsman of Thomas Worship, 
the third highest taxpayer in the town in 1525.35 From the junction at Wellgriffe 
some traffic then travelled through the Woodmarket and along the westward-
heading ‘King’s road called Colespitts’ towards Coventry, whilst the rest merged 
with the eastward-leading ‘King’s road called Colespitts’ to form the High Street. 
This funnelled travellers and traders into the triangular marketplace, dominated by 
the High Cross, with the Shambles and the Drapery on two of its sides. It may be 
that parts of the main market areas were cobbled, as in 1520 money was left for 
repairs of the town’s pavements.36

F25. For the Feildings’ role in local government and politics, see Eric Acheson, A Gentry Community; 
Leicestershire in the fifteenth century, c. 1422–85 (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1992), pp. 
75, 81, 99, 105, 118, 122, 133, 185–6.

32 Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, pp. 25–6.
33 Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, pp. 26, 196, 204–6; ‘Lutterworth in 1509’, p. 23. There was also a 

Cole Pitt Way in Kibworth Harcourt and lanes with similar names in a number of other parishes 
in south Leicestershire; Cicely Howell, Land, Family and Inheritance in Transition (Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 1983), hereafter Howell, ‘Land, Family and Inheritance’, p. 2; Goodacre, 
‘Transformation’, p. 196; Cox, ‘Place-Names’, p. 139; WCRO, CR2017/E42. For peddlers, see James 
Davis, ‘Men as March with Fote Packes: Pedlars and Freedom of movement in late medieval England’ 
in Peregrine Horden (ed.), Freedom of Movement in the middle ages (Donington, Shaun Tyas, 2007), 
p. 137.

34 Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, pp. 26–7. 
35 TNA, E179/133/121 m 2; WCRO, CR2017/E42; Laughton, Jones and Dyer, ‘Urban hierarchy’, p. 

352.
36 ‘Lutterworth in 1509’, p. 23; ROLLR, First Register of Wills folios 374–374v. 
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Fig. 2. The topographical features of the late medieval town of Lutterworth plotted on 
the property boundaries, shown in the first edition of the Ordinance Survey.
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In layout, Lutterworth was a simple street borough, probably planned around 
the time of its foundation in 1214. The large triangular marketplace was situated at 
the northern end of plots of a fairly regular width fronting either side of the High 
Street, although not of uniform length, and shown as A plot series in Fig. 2. On the 
west side of the High Street, Small Lane provided a common boundary, and there 
appears also to have been another shared boundary for the burgages to the east of 
the High Street. Around the same time it may be that the properties on either side of 
Church Street were laid out, as they too display broadly regularly sized plots shown 
as B plot series in Fig. 2. 

Apart from the 43 burgages recorded in 1279, there are later references. In 1362, 
Thomas Feilding of Lutterworth, probably the younger brother of Geoffrey Feilding 
III, conveyed a burgage to William, son of Thomas Poultney, the lord of Misterton. 
Three years later, Thomas Feilding conveyed a half burgage to John Feilding and 
his family on a lifelong lease. This was described as being built on the High Street 
between the burgage of John Feilding and the messuage of William Milner. This 
subdivision of the burgage, along with the high annual rent of 12s, suggests a high 
demand for urban property located in an advantageous commercial position. In 
1498 another deed refers to a moiety of a messuage as lying on the High Street, with 

Plate 1. Late medieval Lutterworth was a gateway market for timber and other products 
from the Warwickshire Arden into Leicestershire. This route coming into the Woodmarket 

from the west was known in 1509 as the ‘King’s road called Colespitts’, a reference to 
coal from the Bedworth and Nuneaton area. A Stone Cross lay at the far end of this 
marketplace, while three inns – the Bull, the Pannier and the Saracen’s Head – were 

located along it, as well as the scaffold for the gallows. 
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the lord’s tenement on either side. The subdivision of burgages and messuages again 
suggested that there was great demand for property in the heart of the town.37 

Beyond the marketplace to the north was the Neats Market. Shotts Lane led 
away to the east, while the main route continued into Leicester Lane and then 
onto the county town. On the High Street, opposite where Church Street came in 
from the west, was the High Cross. No doubt as in other small towns, the cross 
at Lutterworth provided a focus for commercial activities in the marketplace, 
and a place from where proclamations were issued, news disseminated and other 
announcements made. Traders, especially visiting peasants, congregated around the 
market crosses for supervision by the market officials. Puritans pulled down the 
High Cross in 1634.38 

37 Bodleian Library, MS Rawl. B 350, p. 23; Nichols, ‘Antiquities’, vol. 4:1, pp. 256, 286; Coventry 
Archives Research Centre, BA/D/4/66/1. Nichols renders the first transaction as a ‘furgage’, which is 
clearly a typographical error.

38 James Masschaele, ‘The Public Space of the Marketplace in Medieval England’, Speculum, 77 (2002), 
pp. 390–6, 400–4; James Davis, Medieval Market Morality (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 
2012), hereafter Davis, ‘Morality’, pp. 263–4, 180–1; James Davis, ‘“The Cross and the Pillory”: 
symbolic structures of commercial space in medieval English towns’, in Susanne Ehrich and Jörg 
Oberste (eds), Stadtische Raume im Mittelalter (Regensburg, Schnell and Steiner, 2009), pp. 247–9; 
Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, p. 9. 

Plate 2. In layout, late medieval Lutterworth was a simple street borough with plots of 
a fairly regular width fronting either side of the High Street, such as these on the eastern 

side shown as A plot series on Fig. 2. 
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There were a number of communal and commercial buildings in the town. The 
terrier of 1509 describes a cottage on the High Street to the west of marketplace 
called Westminster Hall, held by Sir Everard Feilding. Named with a fine sense 
of irony, or self-importance, this probably functioned as a courthouse or market 
hall. It may have been there that some of the Guthlaxton Hundred courts held in 
Lutterworth met during the 1450s and 1460s.39 The assizes of the Justices Itinerant 
had met in Lutterworth during the 1340s, the only venue in Leicestershire to 
host them apart from Leicester itself, suggesting something of the importance of 
Lutterworth’s administrative role in the wider county.40 The Drapery offered the 
main covered venue for merchants to sell their wares including cloth, wool and 
other commodities. It is first recorded in 1322, and by 1607 it was described as a 
tiled building of 12 bays measuring 30.48m by 6.25m (100ft by 20½ft) with 12 
shops inside.41 Something of the internal organisation in the early fourteenth century 
is suggested by references in 1322 to two selds in the Drapery. A seld sometimes 
refers to a single stall, but equally the word could describe an arcade of shops 
accommodating numbers of traders retailing similar commodities, and may describe 

39 Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, p. 12; Dyer, ‘Small places’, p. 12; TNA, SC 2/183/69–70.
40 TNA, JUST 1/1400 m 164.
41 TNA, SC/1146/17; Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, pp. 12, 208. 

Plate 3. A common boundary for the burgages on the western side of the High Street 
was formed by Small Lane, now known as Bank Street. There appears also to have been 

another shared boundary for those on the east side of the High Street. 
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the layout inside the building.42 Another large building fronting the marketplace 
was the Shambles or Butchery, called ‘le Fleshamills’ in 1509. In 1607 this measured 
some 33.5m by 3.6m (110ft × 12ft). It was from here that meat was sold and, as 
with some other Shambles, animals may have been slaughtered within. By the 1560s 
it was not uncommon for as many as 20 or so butchers to come to sell meat in 
Lutterworth: many visiting from surrounding settlements.43

An account of 1512–13 shows that stalls in the marketplace were designated for 
drapers, merchants, shoemakers, tanners, bakers and glovers. Their tolls brought in 

42 TNA, SC 6/1146/17; Derek Keene, ‘Sites of desire: shops, selds and wardrobes in London and other 
English cities, 1100–1550’, in Bruno Blondé, Peter Stabel, Jon Stobart and Ilja Van Damme (eds), 
Retail Circuits and practices in medieval and early modern Europe (Turnhout, Brepols, 2006), 
hereafter Keene, ‘Sites of desire’, pp. 127–36.

43 David Carr, ‘Controlling the Butchers in Late Medieval English Towns’, The Historian, 70 (2008), 
p. 452; Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, pp. 9, 160; Watkins, ‘Small Towns’, pp. 17–18; TNA, SC 
2/183/83–4. 

Plate 4. The medieval marketplace as it lies in the modern streetscape of Lutterworth 
from the site of the Swan Inn looking north. The main road continued through the Neats 

Market and then on towards Leicester. The court house, called Westminster Hall, lay 
to the north of the intersection of Church Street with the High Street on the left of the 
photograph. On the opposite side of the marketplace lies the timber-framed Shambles 
public house, slightly off centre in the picture. This building, if not the ‘le Fleshamills’ 

recorded in 1509, probably occupies its site. Now gone, the Drapery lay on the southern 
side of the marketplace which also contained the High Cross, a focus for the market, as 

well as stalls and shops.
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55s 1d, with those for shoemakers yielding the most – bringing in 18s 4d. Those for 
butchers generated 12s 6d and those for tanners 12s 8d.44 As well as the Drapery, 
Shambles and the stalls, there were also 16 shops lying variously on the marketplace, 
the Wellgriffe, the High Street and in the Woodmarket. Shops were larger than 
stalls and were permanent structures, often with workshops and stores behind the 
salesroom. Selds and shops are significant as they were places where trade could be 
conducted at all times of the week, not just on the Thursday market day.45

Leading from the east of the marketplace was Ely Lane, first recorded in 1446. 
In 1509 at the end nearest to the Drapery there were four shops, two owned by 
Everard Feilding. Along it lay four messuages, 12 cottages, an outhouse for use 
of the town, a barn and five gardens. Broadly parallel to Ely Lane was Snellsgate, 
which led from the High Street to the crofts and Thornborough field to the east of 
the town. It had crofts and closes lying along it in 1509.46 

To the west of the High Street lay a number of inter-connected lanes. Church 
Street led to the church from the High Street, while Bakehouse Lane (now Baker 
Street) came off this and skirted the cemetery before joining Woodmarket. The 
School House is first mentioned in 1509; it may have had earlier origins, perhaps 
associated with the bequest in Edmund Muryell’s will of 1478. As in other small 
towns it is possible that the school was housed in what was originally the Church 
house which would also have provided the focus for the fraternal and communal life 
of the parish.47 Next to the School House lay the Church barn, presumably to store 
tithe. A communal oven also lay on Bakehouse Lane, worth 6s 5d in 1322. Nearby 
was the horse mill, described in 1512–13 as ‘le malt mill’ leased to Roger Topley for 
2s, although it was reportedly in a very poor state of repair. On the other side of the 
churchyard was a shed for the common bull, the structure rather grandly known as 
the common cantabilum.48 There is also evidence of a planned layout on the broadly 
rectangular area that lay between Small Lane (now Bank Street) and Bakehouse 
Lane, where the land was reordered to provide uniform plots, much wider than those 
along the High Street. There was a common back boundary running between the 
properties on both lanes, shown as C plot series in Fig. 2. This may well represent an 
attempt by the Verdons, probably in the late thirteenth or early fourteenth centuries, 
to extend the borough by creating new, larger burgage plots alongside the existing 
town. This has parallels with the speculative, and ultimately unsuccessful, attempt 
by the Abbot of Pershore to create ‘Newlands’, a new suburb in his borough of 
Pershore in Worcestershire around the same time. By 1509, there were only three 
cottages and two crofts on the western side of Small Lane, one of which was known 

44 TNA, SC 6/HENVIII/1824.
45 WCRO, CR2017/E42; George Francis Farnham, Leicestershire Medieval Village Notes (Leicester, 

Privately Printed, 1929–33), vol. 3, p. 218; Davis, ‘Morality’, pp. 176–7, 280; Keene, ‘Sites of desire’, 
pp. 127–36.

46 BL, Add Ch 24220; WCRO, CR2017/E42; ‘Lutterworth in 1509’, pp. 21–2. Ely Lane in Stratford-
upon-Avon was where oil was manufactured from nuts: Carus-Wilson, ‘Stratford-upon-Avon’, p. 56.

47 Katherine L. French, The People of the Parish (Pennsylvania, University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2000), hereafter, French, ‘People of the Parish’, pp. 112–13, 117–36; Beat Kümin, The Shaping of a 
Community: Rise and Reformation of an English Parish (Aldershot, Scolar, 1996), hereafter Kümin, 
‘Shaping a Community’, p. 60. 

48 TNA, SC/1146/17; Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, p. 16; TNA, SC 6/HENVIII/1824 m 6.
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as the Kiln Yard, and the properties along these roads were described as cottages, 
gardens, crofts and empty plots, suggesting that any attempt to extend the borough 
into this area had met with limited long-term success.49 

MARKETING

As with all small towns, Lutterworth’s market served an area probably of a 10km 
(six to seven miles) radius.50 In 1322 the market was leased out for £20 annually. 
During the two months covered by the account the tolls of the market were worth 
30s, while a further 25s came from the profits of jurisdiction, which annually could 
well have generated possibly six times these amounts. The common oven was leased 
out for 40s and money invested on stone and thatch to repair it. In 1359 the tolls of 
the market yielded 25s 7½d and the two views of frankpledge 57s 7d. By 1362 the 
market was worth 27s 11d a year, and the perquisites of the views of frankpledge 
brought in 57s 7d. However, in 1445 those compiling the inquisition post mortem 
for William, Lord Ferrers, reported that the yearly pleas and perquisites of the courts 
and the view of frankpledge were worth nothing beyond the fee and expenses of 
the steward. A different perspective is provided by the account of 1512–13, which 
shows that tolls from the stalls in the market were worth 55s 1d, the tolls of the 
market and fair yielded 36s 2d, and the perquisites of the courts 51s 10d.51 

The earliest surviving court rolls of Lutterworth from the 1560s no doubt reflect 
the issues that concerned earlier views of frankpledge. As well as enforcing the 
Assize of Bread and Ale, millers were amerced for taking excessive tolls, people were 
punished for affrays, leaving dunghills in the streets and for playing unlawful games, 
especially ‘shovelboard’ or shuffleboard, inside their houses. Other presentments 
stress the importance of agriculture within the town, with men fined for grazing 
horses on the commons and meadows, and depasturing flocks of sheep in the 
sown fields. The court rolls also suggest something of the market area sixteenth-
century Lutterworth served, with people visiting from surrounding towns such as 
Atherstone, Hinckley, Market Bosworth, Market Harborough and Rugby, as well as 
smaller settlements in Leicestershire, Northamptonshire and Warwickshire.52

The agricultural commodities sold in the market reflected the produce of the 
manors around Lutterworth. The 1279 Hundred Rolls show seed corn and bread 
corn retailed there. Italian wool merchants were active in thirteenth-century 
Leicestershire, and in 1260, Leicester’s guild merchant listed Lutterworth among 
the six places in the county where foreign merchants could buy wool without 

49 WCRO, CR2017/E42; Slater, ‘Urban genesis’, p. 183. 
50 Laughton, Jones and Dyer, ‘Urban hierarchy’, p. 348; Jane Laughton and Christopher Dyer, ‘Seasonal 

patterns of trade in the middle ages’, Nottingham Medieval Studies 41 (2002), hereafter Laughton and 
Dyer, ‘Seasonal Patterns’, p. 175.

51 TNA, SC/1146/17; SC6/908/33; Cal.Inq.p.m. 26, pp. 195–6; TNA, SC6/HENVIII/1824. None of the 
accounts is explicit if the profits of jurisdiction came from the market court resembling a sort of 
piepowder court, or from the whole view of frankpledge. 

52 TNA, SC 2/183/83–4. These included Burbage, Catthorpe, Clifton-on-Dunsmore, Kilsby, Laughton, 
Lilbourne, Little Harborough, Shawell and Welford.
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hindrance.53 By the later middle ages it continued to function as a distribution centre 
for local produce, such as in 1459 when John Poultney, an esquire from Misterton, 
took Henry Smyth of Lutterworth to court at Westminster over six quarters of 
corn worth 40s.54 Increasingly during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries the rural 
economy of the Lutterworth Uplands saw market forces encouraging the increasing 
emphasis on sheep grazing and wool growing.55

Annual fairs had great importance in trade and commerce in the East Midland 
counties. Lutterworth had a two-day fair granted in 1414 on the vigil and feast of 
the Ascension in early Summer. This was a moveable feast often coinciding with a 
productive time in the agricultural year, although in some years it was better timed to 
attract early Summer produce than in others.56 Often fairs generated cash for lords 
through tolls, usually higher than in the weekly markets, and from rents of booths 
and stalls, and sometimes special jurisdictions, such as the court of piepowder in 
Melton Mowbray. In 1512–13 the tolls of the fair at Lutterworth were worth 16s 7d 
to the Marquess of Dorset.57 

Small towns also acted as centres for the distribution of goods and commodities 
from further away. Lutterworth lay amid the champion landscape of south 
Leicestershire, but was also not far from the wood-pasture of the Arden. A number 
of successful late medieval Warwickshire towns lay on the boundary between the 
Arden and the champion lands of the Warwickshire Feldon and west Leicestershire, 
with Alcester, Atherstone, Coventry, Nuneaton, Stratford-upon-Avon and Warwick 
all flourishing as frontier towns through which the trade of contrasting pays could 
be channelled. Within Leicestershire, Loughborough benefited from lying on an 
interface between woodlands of Charnwood and the wolds, and Melton Mowbray 
thrived, providing a centre of exchange for the wolds, the Wreake Valley and the Vale 
of Belvoir. Hinckley shared some characteristics with Lutterworth, lying between 
the champion lands of west Leicestershire and the Arden. Ashby-de-la-Zouch, in 
the north-west of the county near Charnwood, had close connections with Burton-
upon-Trent in Staffordshire and the contrasting pays of the nucleated, arable lands 

53 Rotuli Hundredorum Temp. Hen. III. & Edw. I. in Turr’ Lond’ et in Curia Receptae Scaccarij Westm. 
asservati, Record Commission, I, (ed) W. Illingworth, London 1812, p. 239; Records of the Borough of 
Leicester, vol 1, 1103–1327, (ed) Mary Bateson, London, 1899, hereafter Records of the Borough of 
Leicester, vol 1, 1103–1327, p. 123. The others were Melton Mowbray, Breedon on the Hill, Hinckley, 
Market Bosworth and Loughborough, and at Lilbourne in Northamptonshire; Hilton, ‘Medieval 
Farming’, pp. 162–3; Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, pp. 22–3, Map II. 

54 TNA, CP40/793 m 241.
55 Hilton, ‘Medieval Farming’, pp. 182–93; King, ‘The East Midlands’, pp. 627–8; Goodacre, 

‘Transformation’, pp. 35–6; TNA, CP40/387 m 35, CP40/519 m 39d, CP40/703 m 270, CP40/934 m 
322.

56 Cal. Pat. R. 1413–6, p. 181; Laughton and Dyer, ‘Small Towns in the East and West Midlands’, p. 33; 
Cal. Pat. R. 1413–6, p. 181; Laughton and Dyer, ‘Seasonal Patterns’, p. 163.

57 TNA, SC6/HENVIII/1824; D[avid] L.Farmer, ‘Marketing the produce of the countryside, 1200–1500’, 
in Edward Miller (ed.), The Agrarian History of England and Wales 3 (1991), hereafter Farmer, 
‘Marketing’, pp. 379–40; Laughton and Dyer, ‘Seasonal Patterns’, pp. 163, 170–1; Mavis Mate, Trade 
and Economic Developments (Woodbridge, Boydell Press, 2006), hereafter Mate, ‘Trade’, p. 36; 
Maryanne Kowaleski, Local Markets and Regional Trade in Medieval Exeter (Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 1995), hereafter Kowaleski, ‘Local Markets’, pp. 58–9. 
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of the lower Trent Valley, the woodlands of Needwood Forest, and the pastoral 
uplands and mineral deposits of Derbyshire beyond.58

Lutterworth was a gateway market for Arden produce into south Leicestershire, 
in the same way that Stratford-upon-Avon traders sold timber in markets well into 
north Oxfordshire and west Northamptonshire, whilst exporting north wheat and 
barley into the settlements of the Arden.59 Watling Street made it easy for people 
from Lutterworth to interact with traders and craftsmen from Atherstone and 
Nuneaton. In the late fourteenth century, William Norreys of Lutterworth appeared 
in pleas of debt in Atherstone and made Robert Colier, a trader in dressed timber, 
pales and charcoal, an outlaw over a debt in 1387.60 The demand for the products 
of the Arden meant peasants from the settlements of west Leicestershire, as well 
as from the towns of Lutterworth, Ashby-de-la-Zouch, Hinckley and Market 
Harborough, were frequent visitors to the markets at Atherstone and Nuneaton.61 
Others by-passed the regulated marketplace, such as the man from Burbage who 
bought timber posts from the Prioress of Nuneaton’s woodward in 1404–05, or the 
three men from Congerstone who bought underwood directly from the Abbot of 
Merevale in 1498–99.62 

In some small towns, there were often specialist buildings and designated areas for 
different types of trade and retail. At Loughborough there were parts of the market 
for merchants and butchers, as well as a Drapery and an Ironmongery. Hinckley had 
its own Shoemakers’ Hall, Drapery and Butchery. There was a Butchery or Flesh 
Market, as well as Swine Market, Fish Market and Shoemakers’ Hall in Melton 
Mowbray. Nearby Nuneaton had a Butchery and Drapery. There was also a Drapery 
at Rugby, and Daventry possessed both a Butchery and Drapery.63 Lutterworth had 
its Drapery and Shambles, and other parts of its outdoor market were specialised. 
Animal sales often took place in discrete areas such as in Stratford-upon-Avon 
where there were Sheep Street and Rother Street, the latter where cattle were traded. 
There was a Sheep Street in Rugby and a ‘Sywneschepyng’ at Daventry.64 Similarly, 
at Lutterworth, livestock was sold in the Neats market. By 1512, if not earlier, there 

58 Jane Laughton and Christopher Dyer, ‘Small Towns in the East and West Midlands in the Later Middle 
Ages’, Midland History 24 (1999), hereafter Laughton and Dyer, ‘East and West Midlands’, pp. 37, 
42; Susan Wright, The Derbyshire Gentry in the Fifteenth Century, Derbyshire Record Society 8 
(1983), pp. 12, 19–22.

59 Laughton and Dyer, ‘East and West Midlands’, p. 42.
60 WCRO, MR13/3, MR13/5, MR 13/6, MR13/8, MR13/14, MR 13/16.
61 WCRO, MR13/3, MR13/5, MR 13/6, MR13/8, MR13/14, MR 13/16; BL, Add Chs 48656, 48657, 

48661–4, 48708, Add Rolls 49551, 49556, 49560, 49562, 49563, 49565, 49576, 49578, 49578, 
49579, 49642. The settlements included Barwell, Higham-on-the-Hill, North Kilworth, Sapcote, 
Sharnford, Sibson, Staunton, Stretton, Sutton Cheney, Ullesthorpe in Claybrooke and Wigston.

62 BL, Add Roll 49764; TNA E 315/283 fo. 3v.
63 Postles, ‘Loughborough’, p. 10; Laughton and Dyer, ‘Seasonal Patterns’, pp. 168–70; Goodacre, 

‘Transformation’, p. 12 (Hinckley); Watkins, ‘Small Towns’, p. 11; VCH Warwick, vol. 6, p. 202; 
Laughton, Jones and Dyer, ‘Urban hierarchy’, p. 347.

64 Carus-Wilson, ‘Stratford-upon-Avon’, p. 61; Christopher Dyer, ‘The Hidden Trade of the Middle 
Ages: evidence from the West Midlands of England’, Journal of Historical Geography 18 (1992), pp. 
146–7; Laughton, Jones and Dyer, ‘Urban hierarchy’, p. 347.
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were four separate parts, with ‘le Neat Market’ where cattle was sold, ‘le Shepis 
market’, ‘le Horse Market’ and ‘le Swynes market’ in Shottes, or Pigs’, Lane.65 

Disputes over sales of cattle and sheep show the importance of livestock in 
Lutterworth’s market. In 1436, John Feilding and William Vynton, a yeoman of 
Stormsworth, were in disagreement over 20 sheep, and similarly, in 1493, Robert 
Meyell, a yeoman of Ullesthorpe, sought legal redress over 50 sheep which he had 
bought from William Cave at Lutterworth. In 1561 the Warwickshire grazier, Peter 
Temple, sold two little bullocks in the market.66 Lutterworth also provided services 
for the Welsh drovers and their herds travelling along Watling Street to south-east 
England who came through the town, while other droving routes passed through 
Welford to Northampton.67 Most cattle sold in Lutterworth’s market were probably 
Welsh beasts, grazed on Arden pastures, before being sold on. Large purchases 
were also made further away at the major regional fairs, such as in 1550 when the 
Poultneys not only bought cattle from fairs at Birmingham, Coventry, Burton-upon-
Trent and Ashby-de-la-Zouch, but made occasional purchases of a few animals at 
Lutterworth. These were all evidently Welsh beasts which the Poultney’s estates 
managers then sold on at Northampton fair, and as with many beasts fattened on 
East Midland pastures they eventually ended up in the hands of London butchers.68

The other specialisation in Lutterworth’s market was timber. Complaints of 
obstructions and blockages caused by piles of wood are frequently found in the court 
rolls of small towns, and at Lutterworth the wide Woodmarket was located well 
away from the main commercial area to avoid this problem. During the 1450s a toll 
of 1d was paid to the bailiff for timber entering the Woodmarket. By 1512–13 it was 
reported that tolls on cartloads of timber entering the market had generated 9s 7d, 
with each cartload paying a toll of ½d. Timber dealers who lived in Lutterworth seem 
to have not paid tolls, probably as part of their trade privileges, whereas those from 
outside the town did. However, the toll figure cannot be accepted unquestioningly 
as 9s 7d would only account for 233 cartloads, or about five visiting carts at each 
weekly market, scarcely enough to build a few dozen peasant houses and barns. 
Most likely this is confused by the numerous exceptions from toll which occurred in 
all medieval small towns.69 

65 TNA, SC6/HENVIII/1824. For the divisions of the Neats Market in the early modern period, see 
Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, p. 12; ‘Lutterworth in 1509’, p. 21.

66 TNA, CP40/387 m 35, CP40/519 m 39d; CP40/703 m 270; CP40/934 m 322; Warwickshire Grazier 
and London Skinner, 1532–55, p. 78.

67 Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, p. 26; K[enneth] J. Bonser, The Drovers (London, Macmillan, 1970), pp. 
186–7, 193. 

68 Christopher Dyer, ‘A Small Landowner in the Fifteenth Century’, Midland History 1 (1972), pp. 
1–14; Andrew Watkins, ‘Standing in the great highway: Atherstone, medieval market town’, in 
N[athaniel] W. Alcock and Margaret Hughes (eds), Atherstone; a pleasantly placed town (Chichester, 
Phillimore & Co, 2008), p. 41; Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, pp. 26, 96; Evan Jones, Jane Laughton 
and Peter Clark, Northampton in the Late Middle Ages, Centre for Urban History, Working Paper 
10 (Leicester, Leicester University Press, 2000), pp. 114–15; Derek Keene, ‘Medieval London and Its 
Region’, London Journal 14 (1989), pp. 104–5; Staffordshire Record Office, D1734/4/1/6 fos 9–10, 
D1734/4/1/8 fo. 6. The Poultneys also went much further away, buying cattle and sheep at Mansfield 
in Nottinghamshire and Pontefract and Aldington in Yorkshire. 

69 Laughton, Jones and Dyer, ‘Urban hierarchy’, p. 345; TNA, SC6/HENVIII/1824; Laughton and Dyer, 
‘Seasonal Patterns’, pp. 170–1. For example, at Stratford-upon-Avon there were designated areas for 
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By the later middle ages there was a shortage of building timber in parts 
of Leicestershire. As early as the mid-thirteenth century, with supplies from 
Leicester Forest no longer adequate, timber from the Arden, Cannock Chase and 
Needwood Forest was being imported into Leicester.70 Seigniorial accounts reveal 
Lutterworth’s significance as a market for Arden building timber. In 1430–31 
the bailiff of Murcott in Naseby in Northamptonshire bought 60 ‘sparr’ from 
Lutterworth for 6s 3d. Similarly, in 1448, Merton College also bought timber 
from Lutterworth and during the 1450s the Prioress of Catesby, in north-west 
Northamptonshire, bought four pieces of timber, 54 beams, two ‘sydpese’, 650 
lathes and a ‘joyste tre’ to repair their barn at Theddingworth in Leicestershire 
from John Sharpe of Lutterworth.71 

TRADES AND OCCUPATIONS

Lutterworth’s occupation structure was similar to most other late medieval small 
towns, with many working in wood and metals, the manufacture of cloth and leather 
goods, as well as significant numbers involved in victualling.72 By the early sixteenth 
century the manufacture and retail of leather goods seems to have been important, 
and perhaps the raw materials were acquired by local manufacturers from Coventry 
echoing the practices at Exeter, where leather craftsmen from surrounding small 
towns, such as Tiverton, came into the city to obtain their hides. The market tolls 
paid by tanners, glovers and shoemakers in 1512–13 accounted for 62 per cent of 
the total monies generated by toll.73 The importance of the retail of foodstuffs is 
reflected that by the mid-sixteenth century there were six officials to inspect bread, 
ale and meat.74 Butchers came in from surrounding towns and villages, often renting 
stalls within the Shambles, to sell meat, such as John Bocher of Syston who owed 
40s to Robert Nevile of Lutterworth in 1435. In the 1560s butchers visited the town 

the sale of timber Carus-Wilson, ‘Stratford-upon-Avon’, p. 60.
70 Anthony Squires, ‘A provisional list of medieval woodlands in Leicestershire, c1200–1530’, TLAHS 

80, 2006, pp. 27–30; Leonard Cantor, ‘The Medieval Parks of Leicestershire’, TLAHS 46, 1970–71, p. 
11; Records of the Borough of Leicester, vol 1, 1103–1327, p. 44.

71 Christopher Dyer, ‘Building in earth in late medieval England’, Vernacular Architecture 39 (2008), p. 
69; Howell, ‘Land, Family and Inheritance’, pp. 143–4; Merton College Muniments 6324; Neil Finn, 
‘Mud and frame construction in south Leicestershire’, Vernacular Architecture 40 (2009), p. 70; TNA, 
SC6/947/3.

72 Christine M. Newman, Late Medieval Northallerton (Stamford, Shaun Tyas, 1999), pp. 94–5; 
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Historical Society Occasional Publications 9 (2000), pp. 29–34; Dyer, ‘A Country Merchant’, pp. 
78–9 (Shipston-on-Stour); Davis, ‘Morality’, pp. 280–1 (Newmarket); R[ichard] H. Britnell, ‘Markets, 
shops, inns, taverns and private houses in later medieval English trade’, in Blondé, Stabel, Stobart 
and Van Damme, ‘Retail Circuits’, hereafter Britnell, ‘Market, shops, inns, taverns’, pp. 110–11 
(Chelmsford); The Early Records of Coleshill c. 1120–1549, (ed) Andrew Watkins, Dugdale Society 
51 (2018) (forthcoming).

73 TNA, SC6/HENVIII/1824; E 179/133/1; CP40/998 m 188; Early Chancery Proceedings, vol 7, 1533–
8, file 923 25; Records of the Borough of Leicester, vol 1, 1103–1327, p. 356; TNA, CP40/813 m 
202; Nichols, ‘Antiquities’, vol. 4:1, p. 282; Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, pp. 190–2. For tanned hides 
being produced in the Arden towns, see Richard Holt, The Early History of the Town of Birmingham, 
Dugdale Society Occasional Paper 30 (1985), hereafter, Holt, ‘Birmingham’, p. 17; Watkins, ‘Small 
Towns’, p. 12; Kowaleski, ‘Local Markets’, pp. 302–4.

74 Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, p. 13; TNA, SC2/188/83–4.
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from places such as Burbage, Clifton-on-Dunsmore, Hinckley, Kilsby, Laughton, 
Lilbourne, Shawell and Welford.75 

The clerks of the market of the Marshalsea of the royal household visited 
Lutterworth in 1406–07. They fined ten victuallers, around the same number as 
were amerced at Market Harborough and Melton Mowbray. There were three 
butchers, three bakers who broke the Assize of Bread and three brewers who sold 
their brew by cups and bowls (‘ciphos et discus’). One of them was Thomas Feilding, 
probably the same man who had been involved in the conveyances of burgages on 
the High Street in the 1360s. A miller was also amerced 18d for taking unjust tolls 
and an osteler fined 2s for selling victuals at excessive prices. The latter would have 
been providing fodder and care for the horses of those visiting or passing through 
the town, and indicating the importance of travellers in the town’s economy. It 
may well be that it was in one of Lutterworth’s inns that Townsend, one of Peter 
Temple’s servants, stayed overnight in 1560 when he was journeying from Leicester 
to Warwick, spending 8d on his supper and breakfast the following morning.76 

Inns met the needs of wealthier travellers, providing accommodation, livery for 
their horses, social space, and food and drink for patrons. They were frequently 
located in or near markets, and offered venues for private business transactions 
away from the formal structure and regulation of the marketplace.77 As with many 
other small towns, Lutterworth’s five inns were sited in prominent positions in the 
townscape, with the Swan and the Crown in the marketplace among the shops on 
the High Street, and the Pannier, Saracen’s Head and Bull in the Woodmarket.78 Inns 
could be very profitable, and often the innkeeper enjoyed considerable economic 
resources and social dominance within small-town society. The 1509 terrier shows 
that the inns were held by prominent people within Lutterworth. The Crown was 
held by Martin Feilding, the bailiff and brother of Sir Everard Feilding, the Swan by 
the hospital, and the Bull by Agnes Cotts, who held property both in the town and 
in the fields of Lutterworth. Sir Everard Feilding, who probably leased them out, 
owned two other inns in the Woodmarket – the Saracen’s Head and the Pannier. 
It may be significant that in later centuries the Feilding’s former manor house on 
the High Street became the Denbigh Arms, a coaching inn. One of the inns held by 
the Feildings may be referred to in 1515 when William Parburne of Lutterworth, 
an innholder, was taken to court by William Feilding over a plea of negligence in 
burning down a house of Feilding’s in Lutterworth.79

75 R[odney] H. Hilton, ‘Lords, Burgesses and Hucksters’, P&P 97 (1982), pp. 7–11; Mate, ‘Trade’, pp. 
24–5; Watkins, ‘Small Towns’, p. 17; TNA, CP40/699 m 173; SC 2/183/83–4.

76 Davis, ‘Morality’, p. 145; James Davis, ‘Market Regulation in Fifteenth-century England’, in Dodds 
and Liddy, ‘Commercial Activity’, pp. 89–91, 145; TNA, E101/258/2 m 1; Nichols, ‘Antiquities’, vol. 
4:1, pp. 256, 286; Warwickshire Grazier and London Skinner, 1532–55, p. 188.

77 John Hare, ‘Inns, innkeepers and the society of later medieval England, 1350–1600’, Journal of 
Medieval History 39 (2013), hereafter Hare, ‘Inns’, pp. 488–90, 493–4; Mate, ‘Trade’, p. 62; Davis, 
‘Morality’, pp. 176 180; Britnell, ‘‘Market, shops, inns, taverns’, pp. 115–18; Dyer, ‘Small places’,  
p. 10.

78 Andrew Watkins, ‘Humphrey Ryddell and the Swan at Coleshill: a sixteenth-century innkeeper and his 
inn’, The Local Historian 46 (2016), pp. 284–5; WCRO, CR2017/E42.

79 WCRO, CR2017/E42; TNA CP40/1011 m 272; Goodacre, ‘Transformation’, p. 177.
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Merchants and chapmen were active in Lutterworth.80 Mercantile families, 
made very rich through the wool trade, were based both in Leicester and in some 
of the county’s smaller towns at Loughborough, Market Harborough and Melton 
Mowbray. There were also wool merchants in Lutterworth, with a stapler recorded 
in the 1460s, and a floor brass of 1473 in the north aisle of the church depicted 
John Reynolds, a Merchant of the Staple.81 Some Leicestershire wool was exported 
from the east coast ports at Boston and Ipswich, while much went through London. 
The Feildings may have sent their freight through the capital, while others traded 
through the city’s merchants, with the Celys’ letters and the Court of Common Pleas 
revealing London’s merchants interacting with Leicestershire staplers in the 1480s.82 

By the early sixteenth century the Paver brothers, Robert and Ralph, were the 
two wealthiest merchants in Lutterworth. Both were members of the Chapmans’ 
Guild at Leicester, and were two of only three men from the Lutterworth area to be 
enrolled. In 1529, Robert refused the office of chamberlain of the guild, citing that 
although he was a member he did not reside in Leicester. He was also described as 
a mercer in a rental of 1536. Dr Goodacre believes that when the Feildings moved 
to Newnham Paddox they left their interest in the wool industry in Lutterworth 
to the Pavers, and when she died in 1550, Robert’s widow, Margaret, had a ‘Wool 
Chamber’ in their house, a place where wool could be received, sorted, packed and 
stored.83 

The brothers enjoyed much greater wealth than most of the inhabitants of 
Lutterworth in the 1520s. In 1524, Robert Paver was the highest taxpayer in the town 
owning goods valued at £143 6s 8d, while Ralph was assessed on goods worth £26 
13s 4d. The Pavers were also the wealthiest in the 1525 lay subsidy, with Robert being 
assessed on goods valued at £140 and Ralph £26 13s 4d. The second highest payer in 
1524 was John Chaplyn, the bailiff of Lutterworth, who was assessed on £50 worth 
of goods. This meant that the majority of the wealth of the town was concentrated 
into the hands of two members of a mercantile family and the bailiff. Dr Goodacre 
has stressed how Robert Paver’s wealth had a wider significance as he enjoyed the 
second highest assessment in the Guthlaxton hundred in 1524.84 

80 Cal. Pat. R. 1422–29, p. 314. 
81 Cal. Pat. R 1467–77, pp. 212–13; Cal. Pat. R. 1494–1509, pp. 447–9; Nichols, ‘Antiquities’, vol. 4:1, 
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pleas’, in J[ames] A. Galloway (ed.), Trade, Urban Hinterlands and market integration c 1300–1600, 
Centre for Metropolitan History Working Papers series 3 (2000), hereafter Keene, ‘London’s economic 
hinterland’, p. 75; Laughton, Jones and Dyer, ‘Urban hierarchy’, p. 336.

83 TNA, C 1/665/39; Register of the Freemen of Leicester 1196–1170, (ed) H. Hartopp, Leicester, 1927, 
pp. 61, 64; Anne Sutton, The Mercery of London: Trade Goods and People, 1130–1578 (Aldershot, 
Ashgate, 2005), hereafter Sutton, ‘Mercery’, p. xv; TNA, Ward 2/6/241/122 fo. 4; Goodacre, 
‘Transformation’, p. 155; Dyer, ‘A Country Merchant’, p. 102.

84 Robert Paver’s assessment of £143 6s 8d in 1524 was only exceeded in the Guthlaxton hundred by 
Thomas Poultney of Misterton, a gentleman, whose assessment of £160 was one of the highest in the 
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RELIGION

Burton thought that Lutterworth had a ‘very fair and large church with high and 
neat spire steeple’. The oldest parts of the present building date from the thirteenth 
century, but previous structures could have dated back to the Anglo-Saxon minster. 
Burton believed that the Ferrers had been great benefactors and this is suggested 
by the incorporation of the family’s coat of arms on the external east wall of the 
chancel. He also added that the Feildings had greatly beautified and enlarged it. The 
addition of the aisles and clerestories during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, 
the impressive later medieval murals, as well as the construction of an imposing 
spire (blown down by a gale in the early eighteenth century), suggests something of 
the size and wealth of the community it served.85 Although the fourteenth-century 
murals survive to the present day, including the ‘Three Living and Dead’ on the north 
wall and the Doom painting over the Chancel arch, much of the interior fittings, 
including fifteenth-century alabaster monuments and brasses to the Feildings, and 
the brass to John Reynolds, had been swept away by the time Nichols was writing.86 

By the later middle ages there were two chapels occupying the aisles, one dedicated 
to St Anne, the other to St Thomas. These were the dedications of the two fraternal 
guilds of Lutterworth.87 By the 1520s there are references to the fraternity of the 
guild of Lutterworth, probably referring to the bequest made by Edmund Muryell. 
In 1478 he left property and lands in Shawell and North Kilworth to endow a guild 
priest in honour of the Holy Trinity, the Blessed Virgin Mary, St John the Baptist, 
St Anthony and St Katherine. This effectively established a chantry with a priest 
praying for his soul, his family’s and for ‘all the Brethren and Sistern that shalbe in 
the same Gild and for all the benefactors to the same’. He also made contingencies if 
the guild was unable to find a priest, by specifying that the rents and revenues would 
be kept in ‘the box’, and if they were unable to appoint a priest within three years 
they were to give all their revenues to the Hospital and Guild of St Anne at Knowle 
in the Warwickshire Arden.88 There were other grants which would have supported 
a chantry service, such as in 1524 when John Chaplyn left £16 for a priest to sing 
for his soul, as well as 20s for a priest to sing two trental masses at St Anne’s altar.89 
As in many other places chantry services could also have been maintained through 

85 William Burton, Description of Leicestershire (London, 1622), p. 170; Nikolaus Pevsner, The 
Buildings of England: Leicestershire and Rutland (London, Harmondsworth, 1960), hereafter Pevsner, 
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47–54.
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87 ROLLR, First Register of Wills, fos 81, 179–179v, 200–200v, 253v, 301, 374–374v, 492–3; TNA, 
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the collective bequests of humbler parishioners, whose gifts were more limited in 
scale and the details of which have not survived.90 

By 1509 some land, which had been used to endow the chantry and the guilds, 
was already termed for the use of the town (‘ad usum ville’). It is not clear when 
this originated, but Muryell’s will of 1478 makes reference to the ‘Common box 
of the said Town of Lutterworth’, showing that interestingly the transition from a 
fraternity fund to one for the town had been made before the end of the fifteenth 
century.91 Further bequests of land for the guild and chantry were made in Sapcote, 
Willey and Lutterworth from the 1480s onwards, from a variety of people including 
members of the gentry.92 Schools in late medieval small towns are often associated 

90 TNA, PROB 11/21/428; ROLLR, First Register of Wills, fo. 207; Clive Burgess, ‘Chantries in the 
Parish, or “Through the Looking-glass”’, Journal of the British Archaeological Association 164 
(2011), pp. 101–2.

91 WCRO, CR 2017/E42; CR 2017/D199.
92 J. Thompson, ‘The Secular History of Lutterworth’, TLAS 4 (1878), hereafter Thompson, 

‘Lutterworth’, p. 166. 

Plate 5. Detail from the wall painting over the north door of Lutterworth Parish Church, 
of the fourteenth-century allegory of ‘The Three Living and the Three Dead’.
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with fraternal guilds and chantries. It may be that the school originated as part of 
the fraternal guilds, as the School House was held for the use of the town in 1509. 
It could be that as at Nuneaton and Tamworth, the lessons were delivered by either 
a chantry or morrow mass priest.93 

Some left money to the church, sometimes more specifically to the high altar or 
the rood loft.94 In 1524, John Paybody bequeathed 6s 8d to the church for the care 
of the town and 6s 8d for the upkeep of Bransford bridge. He also left 13s 4d to 
mend the highways of Lutterworth, providing ‘if the townsheppe be wilfull to pay 
it with out stryff’ with the clause that if the township was ‘not deligent’ his son 
would have the money back, suggesting that in his opinion there was a danger of 
bad management by the township. Bequests to the Lutterworth’s bells were popular 
and Alice Therebarn donated 4d towards the great bell of the church in 1521.95 
Others left money to neighbouring churches, reflecting perhaps now lost familial 
or fraternal ties, such as 6s 8d towards the casting of the great bell of Arnesby, and 
smaller gifts to other local churches were made by the townsfolk of Lutterworth in 
the first half of the sixteenth century.96

As in many small towns without political autonomy, it appears that at 
Lutterworth the Town Estate, emerging from the guild, fulfilled the same function 
as a fraternal guild in a larger place. They provided a focus for organising affairs 
and allowed the townsmen to gather away from the supervision of the lord. They 
frequently met in a fraternity or chantry, and took on responsibilities for employing 
priests, managing public buildings and schools, as well as maintaining highways 
and bridges. In Lutterworth the Town Estate had responsibility for the upkeep of 
bridges, highways and pavements, as well as managing property. By 1509 it owned a 
third of a yardland and seven acres of land, as well as property in the town including 
the School House and the common cantabilum. In a rental of 1518 the Master of 
the Guild held 11s 10d worth of freehold land in Lutterworth and by 1536 the 
same land was being held by the ‘Master of the Towne’, perhaps the designation 
reflecting Muryell’s will of 1478 by showing that the influence of the town was more 
significant than that of the fraternity. After the Reformation the Town Estate was 
administered by two town masters chosen by the manor court.97

93 WCRO, CR 2017/E42; French, ‘People of the Parish’, pp. 112–13, 117–36; Kümin, ‘Shaping a 
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94 ROLLR, First Register of Wills, fos 179–179v, 200–200v, 207, 301, 492–3; TNA, PROB 11/21/428; 
ROLLR, Wills and Inventories 1519–56, No. 72; Dyson and Goodacre, ‘Lutterworth’, p. 23. ROLLR, 
First Register of Wills, fos 374–374v, 200–200v, 207.

95 ROLLR, First Register of Wills, fos 200–200v, 492–3, 253v, 81; TNA, PROB 11/21/428; ROLLR, 
Wills and Inventories 1519–56, No. 7. 

96 ROLLR, First Register of Wills, fos 179, 374–374v, 200–200v. Donations were made to churches 
Bitteswell, Cotebach, Hathern and Misterton, and further away to Hanslope in Buckinghamshire.
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WIDER CONTACTS

Lutterworth was not only a local outlet, but also a collection point for the wider 
economy. London was the most dominant commercial centre for the Midlands, 
with strong links between the capital and the region’s towns.98 Cases from the 
central Court of the Common Pleas provide references to men from the capital 
interacting with Lutterworth traders, such as in 1367 when John de Pykenham, 
a London merchant, was pardoned for his outlawry for failing to appear before 
the justices over a debt of £52 6s 8d to John Feilding and his father-in-law, Walter 
Stevene. In 1426, John Tryp, a chapman of Lutterworth, failed to appear before the 
King’s Bench over £12 owed to Henry Purchas, citizen and grocer of London. The 
former is significant as chapmen were a recognised conduit of mercers’ goods to the 
provinces and suggests now unseen networks of trade.99 Henry Lussell, a grazier 
from Lutterworth, was selling cattle to a London butcher, Robert Fox, in 1538.100 
One of the benefactors who gave land to the guild of Lutterworth during the reign 
of Henry VII was Edmund Wells, a gentleman of London, who had probably 
originated from the town.101 

London provided a destination for the ambitious from the area. A branch of the 
Feilding family had migrated to the capital in the later fourteenth century. Nichols 
believed that they were descended from John, a younger son of Geoffrey Feilding 
II, and the brother of Geoffrey Feilding III. This cadet line flourished and, by the 
mid-fifteenth century, Sir Geoffrey Feilding was a very wealthy mercer, trading in 
silk, linen, high-quality dress accessories, small luxuries and bedding.102 He had 
wide-ranging local, regional and international business interests working with 
Italian bankers, trading at Flemish fairs, as well as buying expensive silk cloth from 
Venetians in Southampton.103 London mercer-staplers often revisited their areas of 
origin to buy wool, and Feilding was active in his family’s heartland transacting 
business in 1463 with two Leicester men, Thomas Whitaker, a draper, and John 
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Wilson, a chapman.104 Both branches of the Feilding family appear to have worked 
in business together, as in 1465, William Feilding of Lutterworth and his kinsmen, 
Thomas and Richard Fielding, the sons of Sir Geoffrey Fielding, brought an action 
against Edmund Redknap, citizen and mercer of London, for debt. Although there 
is no specific detail of the amount or commodities involved, a penal sum of £10,000 
was attached to ensure that neither party broke the agreement. In 1505 the Feildings 
of Lutterworth were in debt themselves to a London merchant John Golofre for 
£9 10s, while similarly in 1514, Sir William Feilding was in dispute over £9 with a 
mercer from London.105 

Later, medieval Coventry was at the centre of the Midland’s provincial trade 
network and its traders visited the more successful towns within its wider market 
area.106 As early as 1221 some men from Lutterworth appeared in disputes in 
Coventry, possibly because of migration there, but many others visited to trade 
and some of these transactions ended in litigation.107 In 1357, Matilda, daughter 
and heiress of Geoffrey de Morton of Coventry, was in debt to Thomas Feilding of 
Lutterworth in a plea of £8 7s, and in 1366 the aforementioned William Stevene 
and John Feilding took a Coventry merchant, John de Clifford, to court over a debt 
of £52.108 A trader, called John Freeman, who had once lived in Lutterworth, was 
in dispute with John Hoppesford, a merchant at Coventry, over £20.109 Other court 
cases show Lutterworth men interacting with people from Warwick, while in 1512, 
Sir Everard Feilding was in dispute with the Abbot of Combe in Warwickshire over 
£200. Although specific details are not provided it could well relate to a deal over 
the abbey’s wool clip. No documents survive illustrating the economic management 
of Combe at this time, but it could be that as with other Warwickshire houses 
that lay near Coventry, and on the fringe of the Arden, Combe Abbey was grazing 
sheep.110 The Feildings also appear to have been active in other towns in the East 
Midlands, with William Feilding involved in litigation in Grantham in Lincolnshire 
in the 1450s.111

Lutterworth traders and craftsmen interacted in other local small towns. In 
the 1530s a Lutterworth man owed money for leather to a tanner from Burbage 
near Hinckley, possibly because of a transaction in Hinckley market. People from 

104 TNA, CP40/810 m 227.
105 Cal. Pat. R. 1367–70; TNA, CP40/810 m 227; C 241/249/27; C 241/254/161; C 241/275/37; 
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106 Phythian-Adams, ‘Desolation’, pp. 19–24, 27–8; Laughton, Jones and Dyer, ‘Urban hierarchy’, pp. 
337–8.

107 Rolls of the Justices in Eyre for Gloucestershire, Warwickshire and Staffordshire 1221, 1222, (ed) 
D[orothy] M. Stenton, Selden Society 59 (1940), Nos 517, 726, 826, 906. 

108 TNA, CP40/753 m 185; CP40/392 m 7; TNA, CP40/425 m 6.
109 The Statute Merchant Roll of Coventry 1392–1416, (ed) A[lice] Beardwood, Dugdale Society 17 

(1939), p. 46. 
110 TNA, CP40/893 m 204, CP40/898 m 255, CP40/1001 m 7; Phythian-Adams, ‘Desolation’, p. 22 

(Coventry Cathedral Priory); Andrew Watkins, ‘The Medieval Abbey: its lands and its tenants’, in 
Robert Bearman (ed), Stoneleigh Abbey: the house, its owners, its lands (Stoneleigh, Stoneleigh Abbey 
Ltd, 2004), p. 208; Andrew Watkins, ‘Merevale Abbey in the late 1490s’, Warwickshire History 9 
(1994), pp. 95–6.

111 TNA, CP40/782 m 99, CP40/793 m 70d. 



142   andrew watkins

Lutterworth are recorded in the towns of Atherstone and Nuneaton, and would 
have undoubtedly visited Rugby.112 Others travelled further distances, such as in 
1397, John Feilding was in dispute over a debt of 40s with John Tedde of Meriden 
and this may have arisen from a transaction at Coventry, but there is a possibility he 
had traded in Meriden, a village market lying amid the Arden heartlands.113

The fraternal guilds in Coventry offered the opportunity for people from 
Lutterworth to meet others to transact business.114 Five men from Lutterworth with 
their wives, including two members of the Feilding family, were admitted to the 
prestigious Guild of Holy Trinity, St Mary, St John the Baptist and St Katherine at 
Coventry.115 Lutterworth men also appear at Leicester, some as migrants and others 
who went to trade, and who ended up being involved in litigation with traders 
there. Some such as William de Lutterworth, a tanner, entered Leicester’s guild 
merchant in 1314–15, while others were also members of the guild at Leicester. The 
two Paver brothers were admitted as Freemen of Leicester in the early sixteenth 
century.116 People from Lutterworth also joined the guild at Knowle in the Arden as, 
in 1510, Sir Everard Feilding and his wife were enrolled, while intriguingly the will 
of Edmund Muryell suggests now unknown ties, as it made contingencies that after 
three years the guild at Lutterworth was unable to find a priest, they were to give 
their rents and revenues to the guild of St Anne at Knowle.117

Others may have been members of guilds further away such as those of 
Birmingham or Northampton, which have no surviving membership lists.118 There 
was contact with Northampton, as early as 1203, when Reginald the tailor received 
Robert de Lutterworth and two others in his cellar, and in 1515, Sir Everard Feilding 
chose to be buried before the altar of the Blackfriars church in Northampton. He 
bequeathed to the house a cope of blue velvet with garters, a pyx of silver and gilt, 
as well as two silver cruets, suggesting a strong connection to this town possibly 
through membership of a fraternity.119

112 Early Chancery Proceedings, vol 7, 1533–8, file 923 25; Watkins, ‘Small Towns’, p. 13. 
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English Text Society, original series, 40 (1870), pp. 258–61; VCH Northampton, vol. 3, pp. 19–20.
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Northamptonshire Record Society 5, 1930, No. 692; VCH Northampton, vol. 3, p. 58; WCRO, CR 
2017/F25.



the town of lutterworth in the later middle ages   143

URBAN HIERARCHY

Lutterworth was always a middle ranking town within the urban hierarchy of later 
medieval Leicestershire. In assessments of wealth and of numbers of taxpayers it 
lay behind Leicester, Melton Mowbray, Market Harborough, Loughborough and 
Hinckley, if the returns for both the bond and borough at the latter are combined. 
It was broadly comparable with Ashby-de-la-Zouch, and was certainly larger and 
wealthier than Castle Donnington, Market Bosworth and Mountsorrel.120 In 1327, 
22 taxpayers paid 70s 6d at Lutterworth, suggesting a population of about 220, 
but in 1332 only 18 paid £4 10s 8d.121 Medieval tax lists often did not fully reflect 
urban populations and this must be a severe under-estimation of the numbers, as 
by 1332, if taken on face value, it had fallen to having only slightly more taxpayers 
than the much smaller towns of Mountsorrel and Market Bosworth.122 In the 1334 
lay subsidy Lutterworth’s assessment was fixed at £4 13s 2d, making it the sixth 
wealthiest town in the county.123

In the 1377 poll tax Lutterworth had 225 taxpayers, suggesting a population 
of about 450. Lutterworth was ranked fifth in Leicestershire, having fewer than 
Leicester, Melton Mowbray, Loughborough and Castle Donnington. There are no 
surviving lists for Lutterworth for the poll taxes of 1379 and 1381.124 In the 1524 
lay subsidy 42 paid £14 17s 8d, and in the following year, 38 paid £12 13s 6d.125 
These would imply populations of roughly 273 in 1524 and 250 in 1525.126 In 
1524 it had the fourth highest number of taxpayers in Leicestershire.127 However, 
this again appears to be an under-assessment, as the 1509 terrier lists 116 dwelling 
houses, composed of 37 messuages and 79 cottages. Both subsidies therefore only 
reflect about a third of all the dwellings that are recorded in 1509, with the 1524 lay 
subsidy listing only 36 per cent of the households recorded in 1509, and the 1525 
subsidy only 32 per cent. Therefore, it is probable that the town’s population in the 
1520s was higher than the lay subsidies suggest.128 

120 Laughton, Jones and Dyer, ‘Urban hierarchy’, p. 342. 
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Late medieval Lutterworth was the most populous and wealthiest trading centre 
within its own primary marketing zone. In 1327 it had 22 taxpayers, while there 
were 18 at Rugby and 17 at Bretford, and 16 at Brinklow. In 1332, when even 
allowing for under-assessment, it had 18, the same figure as at Rugby, and slightly 
more than the 17 at Bretford and 16 at Brinklow. It also had the highest assessment 
of wealth in 1332, with £4 10s 8d compared to Rugby’s of £2, Bretford’s of £2 and 
Brinklow with £1.129 In 1524, Bretford cannot be directly compared as it was entered 
under Brandon and not separately. Brinklow lists 29 taxpayers while Rugby had 
52. Lutterworth had 42 taxpayers, but as this is most likely under-representation it 
may well have been more populous than Rugby. Lutterworth also enjoyed greater 
assessment of wealth of £14 17s 8d, considerably greater than Rugby’s assessment 
of £4 and Brinklow’s of £2.130 Therefore, in terms of the immediate market area, 
Lutterworth was the dominant settlement in wealth and size of population. 

CONCLUSION

Lutterworth deserves to be regarded as a successful medieval small market town. 
It had a planned layout with a marketplace, including specialised trading areas for 
different commodities. It had bridges and some paved streets to attract travellers and 
traders into the town, with five inns to cater to their needs. It boasted its own civic and 
commercial buildings – the Westminster Hall, the Drapery with its selds, the Shambles, 
at least 16 permanent shops, and an unknown number of stalls in the marketplace. 
The hospital and the large and extended parish church, with its associated fraternal 
guilds and school, were customarily found in small towns rather than in large villages. 
Lutterworth’s diverse occupation structure, the presence of resident gentry, its role as 
a market centre for its hinterland, and merchants living there who enjoyed interaction 
with others from a much wider area, are all characteristic of a successful medieval small 
town. By the early sixteenth century its institutional structure, with a fraternal guild 
taking on an increasing role in the management of communal amenities, is mirrored 
elsewhere, and developed further at Lutterworth during the sixteenth century through 
the emergence of the town estate to take over these responsibilities.131 Agriculture 
remained important as in all medieval small towns. In 1509 at Lutterworth, there 
were farms, barns and crofts lying alongside 37 messuages and 70 cottages, yet in late 
fourteenth-century Loughborough, a much larger town, there were 75 cottages and 
58 messuages without land, with some cottages sited in the town centre and some in 
the marketplace. Even in larger urban centres such as Birmingham, Colchester and 
Shrewsbury, townsfolk kept animals and rented land.132 

129 Lay Subsidy Roll of 1327, (ed) William Wright Wilson, Transactions of Midland Record Society 
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Lutterworth formed part of an integrated network of towns and village markets 
across Leicestershire, Northamptonshire and Warwickshire. It was the local market 
town serving south Leicestershire, and parts of neighbouring Northamptonshire and 
Warwickshire. Its market satisfied the needs of peasants to exchange the products 
of their holdings for basic manufactured goods. It allowed timber, cattle and coal 
from the Arden to be marketed locally within its own primary market zone. It also 
enjoyed a regional dimension, with links to Coventry, Leicester and Northampton, 
as well as other small towns in Warwickshire and the East Midlands. There was 
also a national dynamic with men from Lutterworth interacting with traders 
from London, particularly, although not exclusively, over wool sales. As some 
surrounding village markets and boroughs faded, and all but disappeared by the 
end of the middle ages, Lutterworth endured as both a market and a town. Indeed, 
by the early sixteenth century one indicator of the vibrancy of the town, the income 
from stalls, tolls on goods traded in the market and the profits of jurisdiction, 
were comparable with some amounts recorded in the fourteenth century. Tax lists 
suggest that Lutterworth maintained its relative position in the urban hierarchy of 
Leicestershire throughout the later middle ages, and was the most populous and 
wealthy town within its own market area, straddling parts of three counties. For 
centuries the town of Lutterworth has served the people of south Leicestershire, and 
part of neighbouring Northamptonshire and Warwickshire. This has continued to 
the present day, the foundations of which were laid in the later middle ages. 
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