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This paper examines changing patterns of real estate ownership in English towns during the
High Middle Ages. It explores the acquisition and development of urban properties by the
Church and lay aristocracy in the mid- and late thirteenth century. The purchase and renting of
these properties by craftsmen and merchants in the early fourteenth century is then considered as
is the structure of urban property markets- involving transferable burgage tenures, ecclesiatical
leaseholds, and contractual market-rent agreements- at this time. Involvement in this market will
also be explored. This reveals a life-cyclical pattern, as craftsmen-merchants wound down their
businesses in old age and invested in real estate, providing a rental income for their later years
and an asset to pass on to their heirs. On their death these properties passed to their heirs who
almost immediately sold them, realising funds that could be invested in whatever business they
chose to enter, which as Professor Thrupp brilliantly demonstrated was unlikely to be the same
as that of their father.1 Thereby the transmission of family wealth was ensured and an inter-
generation flexibility in responding to market opportunities provided. When in the late
fourteenth- and fifteenth centuries demographic change determined that many families would not
have heirs, government legislation restricted monastic and religious guild acquisition of
properties and urban craft and mercantile activity prospered, property markets were
transformed. As existing families of craftsmen and merchants died out, the properties
accumulated to provide for old age were thrown onto the market. Those who continued to
populate the town , in the prevailing boom conditions, could make far more money pursuing
their craft or mercantile activities than by investing in this relatively low-yielding real estate.
They thus showed a marked disinclination to buy property, preferring to rent and to invest their
funds in their high-yield businesses. As their incomes rose, however, they wanted more elaborate
and prestigious housing. These years thus saw a major rebuilding of towns , as a smaller but
richer urban population came to enjoy better and more luxurious housing for which they were
prepared to pay higher rents. Unable to participate directly in this industrial- commercial boom
and subject to falling agricultural incomes, the aristocracy thus, with money obtained by selling
their rural property, gained indirect access to these rising urban income-flows by buying-up
urban property and renting it out at the enhanced rental levels. They also, by this increased
control over urban property, were able to dominate municipal governments, which became the
focal point for a new aristocratic political power-base.

The above argument will be presented in terms of one town - Chesterfield, Derbyshire-
where it has been possible to undertake, on the basis of charters, ministers accounts and rentals,
a complete reconstitution of each and every urban property in the period under consideration.
Work undertaken by my students for their undergraduate dissertations in the 1980s revealed a
process of topographical change in contemporary Southampton similar to that described in
section four below.2
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I

Chesterfield, the borough chosen for an analysis of urban property markets in this paper, was the second
most important town in Derbyshire3 and was situated in the Rother valley between the fork provided by that
river and its tributary the Hyper. Unlike Derby, which could trace its descent as a royal borough uninterrupted,
except perhaps for a short mediation in Stephen s reign,4 back to Doomsday Book, Chesterfield was a
seigniorial creation of the twelfth and thirteenth century expansion. In 1204 John granted the
manor of Chesterfield to William Briwere and he was permitted to create a borough with a market on
Tuesdays and Saturdays and a fair on the 14th September each year.5 This charter was confirmed to his son in
12156 and his concord with the burgesses has also survived7 conceding them the rights he had gained from
the crown. Later in the thirteenth century the manor passed by marriage to John, Lord Wake8 and his charter
of 1294, which is by far the fullest of those in existence clearly defines the burgesses rights.9 Burgesses
obtained their position by inheritance; though heirs to burgages could not hold during their father s life they
were able to enjoy the liberties of the borough on payment of 3d annually.10 Strangers could not become
burgesses until they had satisfied the lord and his burgesses as to their fitness and were only entitled to burghal
status during the life of any widow they married. Burghal rank exempted them from all seigniorial reliefs and
taxes and further conferred many economic privileges in the manufacturing and selling of leather goods, linens
and woolens.

The borough,11 which was created from and formed part of the manor of Chesterfield, was not
coterminous with the town , however, and was only one of three jurisdictions therein. The town also
encompassed properties, which lay in the neighboring manors of Tapton and Boythorpe. The manor of
Chesterfield comprised a capital messuage, three pieces of meadow, Brierly Wood, two water-mills and
various tenements in free and servile tenure whose inhabitants owed suit at the court and leet of the of the
manor. So also did those holding burgages or leasing the revenues from the markets and fairs
who also owed suit there, but at sessions specially prorogued with juries, who had especial
knowledge of custom and practice prevailing in the borough. Within this complex of tenements
in the early sixteenth century many great lords held property of the lord of Chesterfield. In 1531
amongst the tenants holding of George, Earl of Shrewsbury, then lord of the manor, either as
burgesses or free tenants were Godfrey Foljeambe, Edward Eyre, John Leek, Edward Talbot and
the Abbots of Beauchief, Rufford, Welbeck and Newstead. Outside the manor and borough, but
within the town were two other jurisdictions. First, there was that of the Dean of Lincoln. The
Dean s rights over property in the town had been built up in the twelfth and early thirteenth
centuries12 and comprised various properties east of All Saints church, together with a tenement
on the corner of Haliwell gate and the Bishop s Mill on the Rother. This jurisdiction was quite
separate from that of the lord of Chesterfield and when the latter claimed allegiance for a
tenement of John Durraunt in 1531 the latter maintained he held of the Dean of Lincoln. The
second independent jurisdiction was that of the Prior of St. John of Jerusalem.13 The Order s
properties, clearly distinguished by a cross on the door, were worth at the Dissolution £1. 0s. 1d
annually and were held tenurially according to the customs of the manor of Temple Normanton.
In 147614 Richard Felcock surrendered two shops in the Bocharia to the lord, who re-granted
them to Henry Foljeambe to hold according to the custom of the manor (of Normanton). The
town comprised three separate jurisdictions but together they made only a very small whole.

The town s population in 1524 numbered only c. 25015 and they were housed, as will be
seen in map 1, in an area extending 600 yards west from the Rother and 500 yards north from the
Hyper. The street plan, though undergoing continuous alteration, retained a basic structural form
throughout the three hundred years from c. 1240-1540, but the population was much reduced in
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the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Wasted tenements abound in the documents of this
period; some were on the outskirts of Haliwellgate or at the west Barrier,16 but the main of the
decays were in the center, within the main trading area, in Potters Row, the Fleshambles
(Bocharia), Drapers Row and Iron Row.17 Wasted buildings and decayed burgage rents, owed to
the lord of the manor, affected his rental. Rents of tenements and burgages worth £20 in 1353 in
the aftermath of the Black Death fell to £15 in 1361. Eighty years later in 1442 they were worth
£18. 7s. 9d and this rose to £19 16s 4d in the seventies.18

Commercial activity within the town,if the tolls collected at the Saturday market and autumn
fair (figure 1)19 provide an index of this, seems to have paralleled this fall in lordly burgage
rentals. High toll revenues (£8.13s.4d a year) seem to have been collected in the late thirteenth
century before they collapsed in 1353-61 in the aftermath of the Black Death. They seem,
however, to have recovered rapidly after this set back, re-attaining their former level by c. 1390.
Thereafter, successive commercial crises, in 1392-1412 and 1455-1463, in reducing trade caused
toll revenues again to fall, before there was a recovery, during which, toll revenues once again
increased establishing themselves once more on the path to re-attaining their former level.20 This
evidence would suggest, if no more than tentatively, therefore that, save when subjected to
severe external demographic-commercial shocks in 1353-61, 1392-1412 and 1455-63
commercial activities in this diminutive rural borough were maintained at high levels.
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Figure 1

Tolls of Markets and Fairs: Chesterfield, c. 1300-1500

II

An examination of the town s real estate market in the early fourteenth century (map 2) reveals
a palimpsest of the changes, which had taken place since its foundation. Represented therein
were the properties acquired by the great religious houses  Beauchief (nos. 45, 56, 64-7, 10621)
Rufford (nos. 44, 47-50, 55-6, 67, 97 and 105) Welbeck (nos. 131-2) and Newstead (no. 98) -
normally by purchase during the years, c. 1240-60.22 Also represented in the town s real
estate market of the early fourteenth century were the properties acquired again often by
purchase , by the religious guild of the Blessed Virgin Mary in the church of All Saints since its

foundation in 1219. This guild with the later established guild of the Smiths were the primary
foci of religious life and of municipal governance in the town. 23 Already by the time that the
Statute of Mortmain was enacted in 127924, the Guild of the Blessed Virgin Mary had acquired
more than a quarter of all the properties (nos. 9, 19, 28, 30, 51, 59, 63, 72, 88-90, 93-4, 96, 115,
121) that it would ultimately hold. The Guild of Smiths, later in 1387 absorbed into the Guild of
the Sacred Cross, also built up a substantial urban estate (nos. 31, 41, 61, B6-7) during these
years c. 1240-80.  Nor were these ecclesiastical institutions the only ones to evince an interest in
Chesterfield s real estate during the years, c. 1240-80. Amongst the ranks of the local lay
aristocracy there were also some- Stephen & Henry le Eyre (nos.15, 82), Lord Richard de
Bingham (no.28) and Sir John Lichfield (no. 20)- who may be discerned as being in possession
of such urban real estate during these years. In the latter instance, however, each of the
aristocratic families disposed of their properties in Chesterfield during the years 1279-1340, the
real estate normally being acquired at that time by one or other of the craftsmen or merchants of
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the town . The religious houses and guilds continued to hold the urban properties they had
acquired. They leased them out, however, at a rent, which was in the years c. 1308-48 and c.
1372-92 well in excess of the chief rent they paid the lord of Chesterfield,25 but a rent which at
this time showed a tendency to ossify.26

As the town s craftsmen and merchants thus became in the fourteenth century the principal
participants in its real estate market, they had various ways of acquiring the properties they
required. Burgages could be purchased , either, as has been shown, from members of local lay
aristocracy intent on disposing of their urban real estate or from members of their peer group.
They could acquire ecclesiatical leaseholds whose increasingly sub-market rentals allowed them
a margin to profit from the arrangement. In each case they would then sub-let the property.
Paying the chief rent to the lord of Chesterfield and in the case of ecclesiatical leaseholds the
rental set by the Abbey or Guild, they entered into contractual market-rent agreements, which
would still yield them a rental income over and above their outlays.27

Their objective in acquiring these properties was not to diversify their investment portfolios
and to establish themselves as a landlord elite in order to wrack-rent the lesser members of
urban society.28 Rather they acquired such properties to provide assets, which could be

distributed in specific familial arrangements. The acquisition and disposal of these urban


