The Development of Gilmorton: Pre-Middle ages to
the Early modern period
William Brown 2,527 words (excluding Footnotes, annotations, captions and Bibliography)

1

Contents

Introduction……………………………………………………….3
Settlement preceding Gilmorton……………………………...4
Origins of Gilmorton…………………………………………….5
Early Middle Ages………………………………………………..7
High Middle Ages………………………………………………...9
Late Middle Ages………………………………………………..11
Post Middle Ages………………………………………………..12
Recommendations for further study.………………………..13
Bibliography……………………………………………………...14

2

Introduction
Gilmorton, is a village approximately 12 miles South of Leicester and 19 miles East
of Coventry. As a settlement, it dates back to the Saxon period of English history. Its
name Gil-mor-ton (in old English: Glyden-mor-tun) can be roughly translated into
‘Golden Moor Farm’. The name not only describes its geographical location but also
its fortunes as a rural settlement, the ‘Golden’ prefix has been suggested to
reference the fertility of the surrounding countryside1. This report will examine the
Gilmorton and the surrounding countryside from the pre-Saxon period to outline the
context, discuss the villages founding and follow the villages fortunes throughout the
middle ages and early modern periods. Although Gilmorton is Saxon village, there is
little to no remains of the Saxon village, as such this report will be confined primarily
to the Middle ages and early modern period dating form 1066-1700. This report will
encompass documentary as well as the physical evidence of Gilmorton’s
development, its relationship to the surrounding countryside and nearby settlements.
Chiefly Lutterworth; the local market town and Cote de Val an abandoned medieval
hamlet within Gilmorton’s parish.

12 miles from Leicester

3 miles from Lutterworth

Morris Bob ‘A Brief History of Gilmorton- the Golden Village on the Moor’ 2015 [online resource]
http://www.gilmortonparishcouncil.gov.uk/village-history.html accessed 15/02/2017
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Settlement before Gilmorton: (500,000 BC- 900 AD)
Although Gilmorton could would not have been founded until roughly 800 AD, there
is evidence that it has been an area of human settlement well before the village was
founded. Archaeological finds within the surrounding parish suggest that Humans
have been living in the surrounding countryside for millennia before the Saxons
came to England. The oldest find is a flint backed blade possibly dating to the
Palaeolithic period (early stone age between 500,000-10,010 BC)2. Near Cotes de
Val there is a Ring Ditch and enclosure with associated Neolithic and Bronze age
finds3. One such find is a late Neolithic (Copper age) Basket ornament. 4

There is further evidence of Bronze age activity in the area as well. A bronze spear
head was found just north of the Gilmorton and another ring ditch to the north east of
the village5. the ditch is presumed to be a barrow (a barrow is a burial place of
eminent members of a bronze age society, chiefs etc.) If there is indeed a barrow it
is logical to conclude that there would have been a form of Bronze Age settlement
within Gilmorton’s Parish, and even if it is not a barrow, it is still clear evidence of
Bronze Age activity.

Although there are no Pre-Roman Iron age artefacts within the parish, there are a
number of Roman Artefacts, such as two bow Brooches dating to the first half of the
Roman occupation (432-249 AD). The larges Roman archaeological find was a
hoard of 1254 Roman coins was discovered during the extension of the local RAF
runway, dating from 253-296 AD6. This was a period of crisis and civil war for the
empire as such it is likely that the coins were buried for safe keeping for their bullion
value. As It would have been buried relatively close to some form of settlement
within what would become Gilmorton’s parish. It is likely that the area was heavily
settled in the Roman period, there would have been a form of settlement of some
form approximately every kilometre7.

There is plenty of evidence that the area around Gilmorton has been a place of
human settlement and activity well before the village was founded. Although it would
likely have been a collection of hamlets and farmsteads especially in the Roman
2 Heritage

Gateway 2012 [Online Source] http://www.heritagegateway.org.uk/Gateway/Results.aspx
accessed 15/03/2017
3 The European Bronze age is approximately dated to3200-600 BC
4 Heritage Gateway
5Heritage

Gateway

6Heritage

Gateway

7

It would still have been rural with farmsteads and hamlets dotting the landscape.

4

Possible Neolithic/ Bronze
Age site next to Cote de
Val

Bronze age ring Ditch and
possible Barrow

period. It was not until the Anglo-Saxon period that a large permeant settlement was
formed.
Roman Coin Hoard

Possible Palaeolithic Backed Blade

Gilmorton’s parish is rich with archaeology dating from pre-history to early modern. (map
from the Heritage Gateway website)

Gilmorton’s Origins
As Gilmorton was a village formed in Saxon times there is no documentary evidence
mentioning the founding of the village,8 and thus no specific date, nevertheless the
village almost certainly developed in the late Saxon period. This is evidenced by the
way the village is laid out and the centralisation of settlement within the parish.
Gilmorton is what is known as a ‘Nucleated’ settlement with most the settlement
located in one central area. Apart from the hamlet of Cote de Val (called Toniscote
before 1066) and several farmsteads almost all the settlement is in Gilmorton. There
is no evidence that Gilmorton was created by an amalgamation of settlements either
(this is best shown through the parish boundary map below.) The nucleation heavily
implies that the village was founded in the later Saxon period, (around the tenth and
eleventh centuries). This is in conjunction with a newly united England, diminishing
Viking raids, development of a monetary economy, population growth, trade and
commerce.9 It is likely that Gilmorton was founded in this period of prosperity and
8

In the early and middle Saxon periods, there was no literate tradition like there was in Roman Times,
even in the late Saxon period the majority of the literature was either ecclesiastical or focused on the
exploits of the elite.
9 In the Early Saxon Period, everything was very disjointed and rudimentary, no coinage, no roads
and no administration. There was a rapid decline in the population, virtually no development of towns
or cities (old Roman remnants such as Lincoln or Leicester were occupied to some degree)
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growth. A rising population meant more mouths to feed. Thus, there was the need for
more villages to house the growing population and till the land more effectively.
Especially for Gilmorton which is situated in an area of rich and fertile land.
England’s prosperity did have drawbacks however, chiefly predatory neighbours
looking to control the Island. This culminated in the Norman invasion of 1066 and the
start of the Middle Ages.

Likely place where the original Saxon settlement was
situated, the majority of the pre-Victorian buildings are
on this main road which would have used the plots
used by the medieval villagers.
Church’s location; separate from the main
village, likely so that it’s in a prominent
position within the village

Gilmorton is situated on a cross roads suggesting that the
village has been well connected for much of its history
(likely late middle-ages onwards)

KEY
Regular row of buildings:

Irregular (broken) row of buildings:

1900 OS map taken from National Library of Scotland website: http://maps.nls.uk/geo/find/#zoom=16&lat=52.4867&lon=1.1605&layers=39&b=7&point=0,0
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An outline of the Parish of Gilmorton, you can clearly see how all the
settlement in the parish chiefly within Gilmorton, there are no
dispersed houses or hamlets common in the early Saxon period.
Church of England Parish Finder. 2005, updated in 2010 [online resource]
https://www.achurchnearyou.com/parishfinder.php? Gilmorton accessed
12/02/2017

Early Middle ages (1066-1199)
It is in 1086 after the Norman conquest that Gilmorton receives its first documented
appearance in the ubiquitous Domesday book, an assessment of the taxable value
of the whole of England. In the late eleventh century Gilmorton was a large village
with twenty-nine households, Lutterworth (nowadays the local market town) had
twenty-eight10. In 1086 with the population of twenty-four ‘freemen’ one slave and
four ‘Frenchmen’11. The inclusion of the ‘Frenchmen’ is odd, it is most likely the
garrison to keep law and order. Even in the 1080’s Gilmorton was a very valuable
settlement, the book records that there were nine plough teams in the village (each
plough team consisted of 8 oxen). Despite the value to the lord was only £2 per
annum it was taxed very heavily by the king, it was taxed 14 geld units (one unit was
£5). Lutterworth was taxed at 13. 12

Gilmorton’s original entry in the Domesday Book, the lord in 1066
was Aelric son of Mergeat and in 1086 (year of the Domesday) it
was Godfrey
10

Open Domesday [online resource] http://opendomesday.org/place/SP5788/gilmorton/ accessed
16/03/17
11 Open Domesday
12

Open Domesday
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As well as the entry in the Domesday Book, Gilmorton also has a more physical
reminder of the Norman occupation, a Motte and Bailey castle. It is placed in an
advantageous position next to a stream running through by the village. Why would
they build a castle in Gilmorton? Although the Normans had conquered England,
occupying and consolidating their rule would have been difficult. Especially as the
population was overwhelmingly Saxon and likely bitter about the occupation and
repression. The series of small castles would ensure that peace was kept and any
potential uprising quashed. To this end it likely served a dual purpose: firstly, it is a
symbol of the new regime. The Normans have come, seen and conquered and
castle would have been a physical reminder of this to any Saxon who saw the castle,
especially as is was placed next to the church, the centrosome of any medieval
village. Secondly, it was part of a system of outlying smaller castles throughout
Leicestershire which reported to a larger central castle, the fort would keep an eye
on the local population and the garrison could deal with any disturbance within a
day’s ride of the castle. The four Frenchmen in the Domesday Book are likely the
Norman Serjants who garrisoned the castle along with a number of Men-at-Arms.
Although only the Motte and surrounding ditch survive it is a powerful reminder
medieval politics did not just effect the king and the lords but the common man too.

13

What remains of Gilmorton Castle: The Motte and surrounding ditch. At its time of use in
the late eleventh and early twelfth century the Motte (central raised defensive feature)
may have been higher and the slope more severe. The Bailey (Where the garrison would
have lived and slept) is no longer visible, although there are vague earthworks which is
thought to be part of the bailey.13

Creighton Oliver ’Early Leicestershire Castles: Archaeology and Landscape History’ [online
resource] https://www.le.ac.uk/lahs/downloads/creightonvolume71-2sm.pdf accessed 20/02/2017
13
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High Middle ages (1200-1450)
The Domesday book is not the only medieval documentation of Gilmorton it is next
mentioned in the 1295 Taxatio an ecclesiastical benefice assessment (effectively a
form of church tax) where Gilmorton was taxed £11 6s. 8d14. which is a large jump
from 1086 where it was £2 to the local lord. It is a possibility that the village of Cote
de Val is included in this assessment as it is within Gilmorton’s Parish, regardless it
is clear that Gilmorton was still an affluent farming settlement which was growing.
Gilmorton’s neighbour Lutterworth experienced an even more rapid development,
was taxed at £20 0s. 0d.15 Lutterworth by 1295 had obviously developed from a
village of equal size into town.
From aerial photographs, you can see clear signs of cultivation in the fields
surrounding Gilmorton, the distinctive medieval ‘ridge and furrow’ plough marks are
highly visible across the parish. The ploughed fields closer to the village are likely to
be the arable land used every year to sustain the village. The fields further out would
be used rotated to produce surplus to be sold at market and used grazing land for
the livestock especially sheep16. The produce of the village would have been
primarily wool from sheep and foodstuffs (especially wheat) both of which would be
in almost constant demand. It is also likely that Gilmorton’s growth is linked with
Lutterworth’s. The village’s produce would have been sold at Lutterworth’s market,
its proximity to the market would have been in Gilmorton’s advantage, its produce
would have fresher than it would if it had to be sold in Leicester.

The growth and prosperity Gilmorton experienced carried on into the Fourteenthcentury, the church was likely rebuilt in this period replacing the earlier Norman
church meaning that Gilmorton was being invested into. In the 1334 Lay Subsidy17
Gilmorton was assessed at £2 4s. 0d18. which on top of the usual land taxes
suggests that the village was still very prosperous even on the eve of the black
death.

Denton Jeff et al. ‘Taxatio’ 2014 [online resource]
https://www.hrionline.ac.uk/taxatio/benkey?benkey=LI.LC.GD.19 accessed 08/03/2017
15 Taxatio
14

16

Aston Mick Interpreting the Landscape. BT Batsford ltd. (Oxon: 1985). 11
A lay subsidy was a Tax on ‘movable objects’ rather than land, usually raised at a period of a
venture by the king (usually military) in 1334 Edward III was at war with the French, winning the
famous battle of Crecy in 1346
18 Glasscock Robin E. ‘Lay Subsidy of 1334’ Oxford University Press (Oxford 1975) 159
17
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The fields with the most defined ridge and furrow are the fields closest to the village, Mick
Aston suggests that these types of fields were arable land used to sustain the village with
the surplus fields further out 11

Gilmorton All Saints church, likely sits in the same location as its Norman and Saxon
predecessor. Although heavily rebuilt in the 1890s the tower is estimated to be fourteenth
or fifteenth century. The whole church is primarily built in local ‘Iron Stone’ with its
distinctive pinkish colour.
10

Late Middle Ages (1450-1550)
Unfortunately, there is a lack of information on Gilmorton in the late medieval period.
Nevertheless, it has been suggested that the medieval village of Cotes de Val, on
the very edge of the parish was abandoned in the in this period. Maurice Beresford
argues persuasively that many villages abandoned in this period were experiencing
major economic issues, delivering well below their usual tax quotas.19 There was
also a rise in demand for grazing land for sheep, as such many villages were cleared
out to make more room for livestock. It possible that these were two of many issues
bedevilling Cotes de Val prompting the villagers to move out, or to be moved
forcibly.20 In Domesday Cotes de Val was a very small settlement of only four
freemen, it was taxed at 2 geld units (opposed to Gilmorton’s 14).21 It is likely that
Cotes De Val remained relatively small and thus economically fragile in a time of
economic decline. Although there is virtually no information regarding Gilmorton in
the Late Medieval period it is likely that it felt the same economic strain Cotes de Val
did, exacerbated by the Black Death. As such the village may have retraced in size
due to the economic strains and the severe depopulation which took place.22

Chart from Brian Williams study into the population of Britain.
There is a clear and sharp decline in population in the middlemiddle ages at the time of black death. The population does not
begin to rise again until the late 1500s.
Beresford Maurice ‘Abandoned Villages’ Lutterworth Press (Lutterworth: 1984) 163
Beresford also notes that there were other pressures too, particularly the Black Death which caused
major economic issues for the whole of Europe, let alone a small village in Leicestershire.
21 Open Domesday
22 Williams Brian, ‘Population History of Britain, a profile in Chart Form.’ [online resource]
http://urbanrim.org.uk/population.htm accessed 13/05/2017
19
20
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Post-Medieval (1551-1700)
After the 1334, Lay Subsidy there is no official documentation on Gilmorton free at
hand. As such it is not as easy to assess the how the village developed post middle
ages. Gilmorton remained a prosperous village however, as evidenced through the
construction of houses and cottages. Many of these have been dated back to the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, likely building on top of the medieval plots of
land effectively modernising the village’s buildings. Building houses is not cheap,
especially in a time before power tools and quick transport of materials. This
suggests that the village experienced a period of affluence or, more likely,
investment perhaps from a local aristocrat or rich merchant. Like most of history
however, we can only speculate as to why this was the case. Unfortunately, there is
very little that can be said about the village’s development in the early modern period
beyond the construction of new buildings and that the village’s size coincides with
the population increase after 1500.23

Tudor Cottage: Seventeenth century timber framed house, was originally built in a 3 -unit plan but
was altered in Victorian era 23

24

Old Hall Cottage: Originally a single sixteenth century dwelling, extended and re -fronted in 1712 24

Williams, ‘Population History of Britain’.
Historic England ‘Old Hall Cottage with Garden wall.’ 2017 [online resource]
https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1295039 accessed 13/05/2017
23
24
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Recommendations for further study and final thoughts
There is a vast amount of history surrounding Gilmorton and its parish, so much so
that it cannot all fit into this report, making it an excellent place for further study. The
Motte and Bailey castle in Gilmorton probably the oldest ‘building’ in the village but
there are many questions that can be asked: specifically, where was the Bailey?
How much higher was the motte originally? How big was the castle? Although there
has been analysis into the Motte and Bailey bat Oliver Creighton, these questions
are still uncertain. Unfortunately, as it was of wooden construction there would be no
physical remains left making it difficult to answer this question. The only
recommendation I could realistically put forward is a geo-physical survey of the
entire field it is situated in in the hope of finding any possible post holes which would
indicate how where the Bailey would have been thus determining how big the castle
was. Second, I recommend another geophysical survey, Lidar scan or aerial
photograph on the former hamlet of Cotes de Val as there is no remains of the
medieval settlement apart from a moat which has been altered mitigating its
historical value. However, the moat does indicate where the settlement would have
once been and it is clear of modern buildings, making it easier to survey. There is
also potential in further documentary evidence of Gilmorton in archives, for example
the 1600’s hearth tax records which I was unable to view due to personal
constraints. As well as this there would be more personal documentation: diaries,
letters, and anecdotes which the Gilmorton history society ran by Bob Morris is
compiling. Gilmorton is rich in history and I highly recommend further study of ‘The
Golden Village on the Moor’
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