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During the 16th century the Grovebury block continued to be leased out. In 
1505 it was leased for 30 years to Thomas Rowthale, secretary to Henry VII, 
Richard Rowthale, bailiff of Leighton manor, and Thomas Hobbes, clerk (Dalton 
1957, XV 25.73, 369). They sublet the property but fortunately the documents at 
this time are more forthcoming on those who were actually farming the land, 
usually well-to-do farmers. James Turney had it at the time of his death in 1519 
(Elvey 1975, 316–17). 

 
By this time it is clear that the Grovebury demesne with the farmhouse on the 
priory site at its heart had been laid down entirely to grass. This replaced the 
extensive arable of the early medieval period, which was still indicated by 
extensive ridge and furrow surviving into the 20th century. 

 
For much of the 16th century most of what became known as Grovebury 
Pastures was farmed by members of the Duncombe family. During the late l5th 
century the Duncombes, from Barley End in Ivinghoe, Buckinghamshire, had laid 
the foundations of a great sheep farming enterprise which was to earn them a 
considerable fortune, particularly as they seem to have had connections with 
the Egleton family of Edlesborough, one of whom supplied meat to the queen 
during the l6th century from Creslow Pastures (Gurney, Duncombe family notes, 
Buckinghamshire Museum). The Duncombes possessed great sheep pastures at 
Ivinghoe and clearly saw opportunities for expansion at Grovebury where they 
were in possession before 1538. Joanne Duncombe’s will in that year (proved 
1539) includes several bequests of many sheep and some pigs and cattle to be 
taken from her flocks and herds at Grovebury in the parish of Leighton (Gurney, 
Will Book XXIII, Buckinghamshire Museum). Joanne’s husband was Thomas and 
her two sons John and William. Clearly, extensive sheep pastures had been 
established which between at least 1566 and 1576 were mainly in the tenure of 
William Duncombe but some also held by William Johnson (CRO: KK 1). Another 
will of 1576, again noted by Gurney and concerning William Duncombe, 
describes the division of the lease of Grovebury between his wife, Alice, and 
three of his five sons, Edmund, Giles and Clement. 
 
The various fieldnames then used indicate that Grovebury Pastures were by 
then divided into a number of closes whose date of origin is unknown but which 
were probably further subdivided before the landscape pattern of closes shown 
on an estate map prepared for Grovebury in 1787 emerged (CC 12607, St 
George’s Chapel, Windsor Castle). This prominent group of closes at Grovebury 
was, for obvious reasons, the only part of Leighton not included on the 
Enclosure Map of 1848 (CRO: MA 79/l/l–2); in that year the communal open 
fields and other areas were enclosed. It is interesting that several of the large 
closes at Grovebury were called Grounds, a name indicative of large enclosures 
made for pasture. Whether the Duncombes were responsible for laying this 
large block of land down to pasture anew or took it over as grassland is 
uncertain. However, it is quite likely that Grovebury was already laid down to 
grass by the later 15th century, for this would have been typical of what 
occurred throughout the country on many manorial demesnes at this time. 
There was a general trend in the closing decades of the Middle Ages for 
landlords to turn their arable demesnes over to grass and sheep farming in 
order to compensate for the falling fortunes of their arable farming (Postan 
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1972, 118–19). With the ending of direct demesne cultivation many of these 
demesne pastures were leased out to lessees as entire blocks for their life or 
several lives away from the rest of the manor, as was the case with Grovebury. 
It was this laying down of demesnes to pasture that enabled them to remain in 
blocks whereas demesnes that remained as arable were usually divided up. 

 
One of William Duncombe’s three sons mentioned above in 1576 was Clement. 
He was granted a licence in 1581 by the Dean and Canons of St George’s Chapel 
to erect a dwelling house at Grovebury (Dalton 1957, XV 23.1, 374). This was to 
be Grovebury Farm, built in the late 16th century to the south-east of the La 
Grava Priory site on the other side of the Cocklake stream at SP 92452262: it 
probably utilised stone and materials from the priory in its construction. It may 
initially have been for living accommodation only, while the farm buildings 
remained on the priory site, but its erection no doubt hastened the latter’s final 
decline. Later the farm buildings were to cluster around Grovebury Farm after 
desertion of the priory site, although the chapel at least was still standing in 
1576. It is mentioned in that will: ‘Chappell Cloase wherein the Chappell 
standethe’ (Gurney, Will Book XXIII, Buckinghamshire Museum). 
 
Grovebury Farm in turn was demolished in the 20th century. However, F G 
Gurney in 1919 recorded a typical 16th- or early 17th-century stone mantel 
together with a well-constructed fireplace on a chamfered plinth associated with 
a flooring of thin bricks laid in patterns in what had become a barn there, but 
had evidently at one time been a hall [5.21]. Manorial accounts show that the 
Duncombes continued to lease Grovebury Pastures into the 17th century, at 
least until 1614 (CRO: KK 726–8,731,734,761–2, 1611–14). 
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