
 

 
 

Burton and England in 11th Century 

 
The 11th century was one of the most pivotal, violent, and transformative eras in 

English history. It began under Anglo-Saxon rule, marked by renewed and 

devastating Viking raids during the reign of Æthelred the Unready. In 1016, the 

Danish prince Cnut (Canute) conquered the country, establishing a unified North Sea 

Empire that brought a brief period of peace, political stability, and integration into 

Scandinavian trade networks. 

 

Following the death of Cnut's sons, the native Anglo-Saxon line was restored in 1042 

under Edward the Confessor. Edward’s childless death in January 1066 triggered a 

three-way succession crisis that irrevocably altered the nation's destiny. Harold 

Godwinson seized the crown and defeated an invading Norwegian army under 

Harald Hardrada at the Battle of Stamford Bridge. However, just three weeks later, on 

October 14, 1066, King Harold was defeated and slain at the Battle of Hastings by 

William, Duke of Normandy. 

 

The Norman Conquest fundamentally dismantled Anglo-Saxon society. William the 

Conqueror (1066–1087) brutally suppressed English resistance—most notoriously 

during the Harrying of the North (1069–1070)—and replaced the native Anglo-Saxon 

nobility with a French-speaking Norman elite. To secure his grip on the realm, 

William commissioned the Domesday Book in 1086, a comprehensive land survey 

detailing the wealth, population, and resources of every manor in England. The 

century closed under William’s sons, William II (Rufus) and Henry I, as the synthesis of 

Anglo-Saxon and Anglo-Norman cultures laid the foundations for the medieval 

English state. 

 

Against this turbulent national backdrop of Danish conquests, Anglo-Saxon 

restoration, and Norman subjugation, the 11th century was the foundational century 

in the recorded history of Burton upon Trent. It was during these hundred years that 

Burton transformed from an obscure rural settlement into an influential monastic 

center and administrative hub of the upper Trent Valley. 



 

The defining moment in Burton’s history occurred at the very start of the century, in 

1002. Wulfric Spot, a wealthy Anglo-Saxon nobleman (Thane of Mercia) and relative 

of King Æthelred the Unready, founded Burton Abbey. Dedicated to Saint Mary and 

Saint Modwen, this Benedictine monastery was endowed by Wulfric Spot in his will 

(dated c. 1002–1004) with vast manors and agricultural estates across Staffordshire, 

Derbyshire, Warwickshire, and Shropshire. Wulfric Spot was subsequently buried at 

the abbey alongside his wife. 

 

The establishment of Burton Abbey completely reshaped the socio-economic identity 

of the settlement: 

 

 

• Monastic Authority: The Abbot of Burton became the supreme landlord, 

judicial authority, and administrative governor of the town. The Benedictine 

monks managed the land, established agricultural estates (demesnes), and 

controlled local trade along the River Trent. 

 

• Cult of Saint Modwen: The abbey acquired the relics of Saint Modwen, a 

early medieval female saint associated with healing and miracles. The shrine of 

Saint Modwen within the abbey church became an important regional 

pilgrimage site throughout the 11th century, attracting travelers, pilgrims, and 

wealthy benefactors whose offerings enriched the monastic community. 

 

The central decades of the 11th century brought significant regional disruption. 

During Cnut’s conquest and the subsequent Scandinavian rule, the lands around 

Mercia were subject to heavy troop movements and political realignments. However, 

Burton Abbey managed to maintain its royal patronage. Anglo-Saxon kings, 

including Cnut and Edward the Confessor, issued charter confirmations granting the 

abbey special immunities, land rights, and judicial privileges (sac and soc) over its 

surrounding territories. 

 

The Norman Conquest of 1066 brought profound political and administrative 

shockwaves to Burton upon Trent. Unlike many English monasteries whose native 

leadership was immediately deposed, Burton Abbey experienced a more gradual 

transition. The last Anglo-Saxon abbot, Leofric (who served from 1051 to 1085), 

managed to navigate the perilous years immediately following Hastings, maintaining 

control over the abbey’s core possessions despite widespread Norman confiscation 

of surrounding Anglo-Saxon estates. 

 

In 1085, the first Norman abbot, Nigel (formerly a monk at Winchester), was installed 

at Burton Abbey. Abbot Nigel introduced Norman administrative efficiency, reformed 

monastic finances, and initiated new building programs. 



 

The historical state of Burton at the close of the 11th century is captured in precise 

detail in the Domesday Book of 1086. The survey reveals a thriving, self-sufficient 

monastic estate and settlement: 

 

 

• Land and Population: The Domesday entry records that Burton was held 

directly by the Abbot of Burton. The manor contained arable land worked by 

teams of oxen, alongside meadowland, woodland, and a recorded population 

of villans (tenant farmers), bordars (smallholders), and servi (unfree laborers). 

 

• Economic Assets: The survey highlights key economic infrastructure, 

including a valuable watermill along the River Trent for grinding grain, as well 

as fisheries that provided essential food for the monastic community and 

townspeople. 

 

• Wide Domain: The abbey held extensive outlying manors across Staffordshire 

and Derbyshire, including Appleby, Winshill, Stapenhill, and Mickleover, 

making it one of the wealthiest ecclesiastical foundations in the North 

Midlands. 

 

The early roots of Burton’s famous brewing tradition also stretch back into this 

century. Benedictine monastic rule mandated hospitality to travelers, pilgrims, and 

the poor. To fulfill this duty, the monks of Burton Abbey established a brewhouse 

within the precinct. They quickly discovered that the clear, subterranean groundwater 

drawn from local wells yielded ale of exceptional clarity and keeping qualities—a 

natural phenomenon caused by subterranean gypsum deposits. While brewing in the 

11th century was primarily domestic and monastic rather than a large-scale 

commercial industry, the foundation for Burton's brewing heritage was firmly 

established. 

 

By the close of the 11th century, Burton upon Trent had survived the trauma of the 

Norman Conquest and emerged with its monastic core intact. Under Norman 

leadership, Burton Abbey stood as a powerful feudal landowner and spiritual 

sanctuary, positioning the town to grow into a vibrant medieval market borough in 

the centuries that followed. 

 


