Crime and Punishment in Medieval Leicester

This talk explored the darker side of Leicester’s past,
revealing how crime, punishment, and justice
operated in the medieval and early post-medieval
town. Drawing on archaeological discoveries, historical
records, and vivid case studies, it showed how
everyday life, violence, and the law were deeply
intertwined.

One of the key themes was how historians and archaeologists reconstruct the past. Roman Leicester
is understood mainly through archaeology, but from the 12th century onwards, detailed written
records — particularly borough records and coroner’s rolls — allow us to combine physical evidence
with real human stories. Together, these sources bring medieval Leicester to life in remarkable detail.

A central focus was the famous Blue Boar Inn, long associated with Richard Ill. While there is no firm
evidence that Richard stayed there, the inn became notorious in the 17th century following the
brutal murder of its owner, Agnes Clark. Stories of hidden royal treasure, betrayal, and murder
transformed the inn into an early tourist attraction and helped cement Leicester’s reputation for
dramatic historical tales.

The coroner’s rolls provided some of the most compelling insights. Covering around 30 years in the
late 13th and early 14th centuries, they record sudden deaths, crimes, and investigations across the
town. These records reveal everything from domestic murders and street violence to botched
robberies and prison escapes, often pinpointing exact streets and buildings that no longer exist.

The talk also explained how Leicester’s complex legal system worked. Justice was divided between
several authorities, including the Earl of Leicester, the town council, trade guilds, and the Crown. As a
result, Leicester had multiple prisons operating at the same time, each linked to a different
jurisdiction. Conditions were harsh, escapes were common, and churches played a vital role as places
of sanctuary for criminals seeking refuge.

Punishments were deliberately public, painful, and humiliating.
Fines and loss of property were most common, but punishments
could escalate to banishment, mutilation, or execution. Around a
fifth of convicted criminals were hanged. Crime and sin were closely
linked in medieval thinking, and punishment was seen as a way to

achieve redemption as well as deterrence.

Archaeology added another layer to the story. Excavations have uncovered remains of medieval
houses with earth floors, helping to explain how bodies could be hidden beneath beds, as described
in the records. More recently, a medieval prison chamber was discovered beneath Leicester Market,
confirming descriptions of grim jail conditions recorded in contemporary complaints.

Overall, the talk showed how Leicester’s medieval landscape has largely vanished beneath modern
development, but its stories survive through archaeology, documents, and local legend. Together,
they reveal a town shaped by violence, justice, belief, and human drama — much of it hidden in plain
sight beneath today’s streets.



