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The earliest documented reference to a monastic presence at Leighton dates 
from 1194 when the Prior of Leighton’s involvement in various disputes with a 
number of individuals concerning manorial services and lands, both within and 
beyond the manor, is recorded in the Curia Regis Rolls (Pipe Roll Society, XIV, 
18, 38–9, 41, 134–6). The majority of documentary references to the priors over 
the next 50 years or so relate to legal actions and disputes. However, exactly 
when the priory itself was established is not documented but it was a small 
alien priory, one of only six such establishments to be founded by Fontevrault 
in this country. 

 
The records of the various disputes, chiefly in the Curia Regis Rolls, do provide 
some useful information. In 1212 the prior was in dispute with his tenants over 
charges for grinding corn at his windmill: ‘they complain that he has set it up 
and takes more toll there than he ought to take’ (Abbreviatio Placitorum 1811, 
87–8; VCH Bedfordshire, III, 1912, 408–9; Richmond 1928, 22; Steele Elliott 1931, 
4, 23–4) [67.09]. 

 
This windmill stood just west of La Grava Priory at SP 92272301, probably 
reusing a mound originally constructed as a round barrow. The windmill is also 
mentioned in 1224, 1242 and 1318 (Curia Regis Rolls, XI, 1223–24, 447; Lincoln 
Record Society, 29, 1935, 8; Richmond 1924, 25) [1.14]. 

 
Also in 1212 there is a recurrence of a dispute over the labour services which 
were due from the tenants to cultivate the prior’s demesne. This was only one 
of several such disputes between 1194 and 1290. In particular during the late 
12th and early 13th centuries the tenants, both in Leighton Buzzard and the 
hamlets, either singly, as a small group or as a whole community, were at 
variance with the prior as to how much ploughing, harrowing, hoeing, scything, 
harvesting, mowing or haymaking etc was due from them. In some of the cases 
decisions were reached and the position clarified (Pipe Roll Society, 14, 1194–95, 
38–9, 134; Pipe Roll Society, 17, 1196, 145; Fines, Sive Pedes Finium, I, 1835, 3; 
Rotuli Curiae Regis, I, 1835, 4–5; Pipe Roll Society, 24, 224; Pipe Roll Society, NS 
31, 1196, 72–3; Curia Regis Rolls, VI, 1210–12, 326–7, 374; Selden Society, 60, 
1941, cii; Selden Society, 62, 1943, 23; Abbreviatio Placitorum, 1811, 87–8, 95, 97; 
VCH Bedfordshire, III, 1912, 402, 404; Richmond 1928, 120–1). Other disputes 
also occurred in this period, such as over the rights of common pasture, and in c 
1230 the Prior of Leighton was successful in suppressing the Prior of Snelshall’s 
new weekly market at Mursley on complaining that it interfered with attendance 
at his own market in Leighton (VCH Buckinghamshire, III, 1925, 405). 
 
It may be that the labour services disputes in the Leighton Buzzard district were 
a reflection of a national trend of the time that was largely caused by a return to 
the direct management and farming of demesne land (Postan 1972, 132, 168–9). 
During the 12th century there had been a move away from the direct 
management of demesnes or home farms as they had often been let out to 
others to farm for periods of time. This often led to the contraction or break up 
of demesne lands and the commutation of labour services on these demesnes 
to money payments. In the late 12th century, however, price rises and inflation 
generally seem to have influenced a return to direct management and farming 
of demesne land by the manorial lords, to provide produce for themselves and 
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to sell in order to reap the increased profits now obtainable from such an 
enterprise. This ‘manorial reaction’ was a feature of the early years of the 13th 
century in England. It led to a restrengthening of the manorial structure, the 
retrieval or reassembly of demesne land, then directly managed, while the 
system of agricultural labour services rather than money payments was revived 
(Miller and Hatcher 1978, 209–13). 

 
In Leighton Buzzard the direct interest of a new priory, possibly after a period 
of uncertainty, together with the possible creation of a new demesne at 
Grovebury, may have brought or necessitated the revival of lapsed or commuted 
labour services, hence the disputes over the services due. The disputes may 
also have been due simply to the demesne being new or greatly increased, so 
that its cultivation was difficult under the old system of services as the 
manpower resources they provided were now too stretched. It is clear from the 
judgement of the cases that the prior was trying to extract more services from 
his men than were really due to him, this all being related to the revival of 
direct demesne management, both locally and nationally. This took hold and 
continued throughout the 13th and into the 14th century, though there was a 
change again in the latter part of the 14th century towards the commutation of 
labour services and the leasing out of all or part of the demesnes. The priory 
was in at the beginning of a period of high farming, and, despite its religious 
function, would at the same time have been the focus of a farming enterprise. 
Certainly in the second half of the medieval period it became primarily a farm 
after its religious functions had decreased, although the chapel remained. 
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