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England and Burton in 16th Century

The 16th century was one of the most turbulent and transformative eras in English
history, defined by religious revolution, political centralization, and the rise of
England as a maritime power. The century opened under King Henry VII (1485-1509),
who consolidated Tudor rule following the Wars of the Roses. However, it was his
son, Henry VIII (1509-1547), who reshaped the nation forever. Driven by the need for
a male heir and a desire for absolute sovereignty, Henry broke away from the Roman
Catholic Church in the 1530s, establishing the Church of England with himself as
Supreme Head. Between 1536 and 1541, Henry executed the Dissolution of the
Monasteries, dismantling centuries-old religious houses, seizing their vast wealth,
and reallocating their lands to a rising class of gentry and courtiers.

The middle decades of the century were marked by intense religious instability.
Henry's son, Edward VI (1547-1553), pushed the country toward radical
Protestantism, but his early death brought his sister, Mary | (1553-1558), to the
throne. Mary attempted to forcibly restore Roman Catholicism, earning the epithet
"Bloody Mary" for burning over 280 Protestant heretics at the stake. Stability was
finally achieved during the long reign of Elizabeth | (1558-1603). The Elizabethan
Religious Settlement forged a moderate Protestant Church of England.
Internationally, tensions with Catholic Spain culminated in the dramatic defeat of the
Spanish Armada in 1588. Domestically, the late 16th century saw a flourishing of
literature and theater—led by William Shakespeare and Christopher Marlowe—
alongside demographic growth, price inflation, and the passage of the Elizabethan
Poor Laws to manage rising poverty.

Against this national backdrop of religious upheaval and social restructuring, the
16th century brought the most profound political and social transformation in the
history of Burton upon Trent. For over 500 years, Burton had existed as a monastic
town, entirely dominated by Burton Abbey, the Benedictine monastery founded in
1002. In the early decades of the 1500s, under Abbot William Edys, the abbey
remained the supreme landlord, spiritual center, and administrative authority of the



upper Trent Valley, managing local courts, watermills, markets, and vast agricultural
manors.

This centuries-old order collapsed abruptly during the Henrician Reformation. In
November 1539, Royal Commissioners arrived in Burton to enforce the surrender of
the abbey. Abbot William Edys and his monks formally signed the deed of surrender,
bringing five centuries of Benedictine rule to an end. Initially, Henry VIII attempted to
reconstitute the site as a prestigious secular collegiate church dedicated to Christ and
Saint Mary, but this arrangement was short-lived and dissolved in 1545.

In 1546, King Henry VIII granted the former monastic lands, the manor of Burton, and
the vast estates of Burton Abbey to Sir William Paget, a brilliant diplomat and
Principal Secretary of State. The Paget family immediately established themselves as
the new secular Lords of the Manor. They converted parts of the monastic buildings
into a manor house, known as the Manor House or Abbey House, and assumed total
control over the town's governance, market tolls, and judicial courts. This transfer of
power marked the end of medieval ecclesiastical rule and the beginning of secular
aristocratic dominance in Burton.

The strategic importance of Burton upon Trent was highlighted once again during
the Elizabethan era. The town’s multi-arched medieval stone bridge across the River
Trent remained a crucial transit point between London and northern strongholds.
When Mary, Queen of Scots, was held as a royal prisoner in Staffordshire—at nearby
Tutbury Castle and Chartley Manor—Burton sat squarely on the heavily guarded
supply and communication corridors. In 1585, as conspirators plotted to free Mary,
secret letters were smuggled past English agents monitoring the strategic river
crossings around Burton.

Economically, the town adapted rapidly to life after the abbey. The grant of market
rights to the Paget family ensured that Burton's status as a premier regional trading
center continued uninterrupted. The weekly Thursday market and annual fairs
thrived, drawing merchants from across Staffordshire, Derbyshire, and Leicestershire.
Leatherworking, tanning, shoemaking, and textile production remained major
sources of local employment.

Crucially, the 16th century laid the foundations for Burton’s modern identity as a
brewing capital. With the dissolution of the abbey, brewing moved completely into
the private, commercial sphere. Local innkeepers, publicans, and independent
brewers expanded their operations along High Street and Horninglow Street to serve
travelers crossing Burton Bridge and merchants attending the markets. The town's
naturally filtered, mineral-rich well water—drawn from subterranean gypsum
deposits—yielded clear, long-lasting ales. By the late 1500s, Burton ale had



developed a formidable regional reputation, being transported by packhorse to
nearby cities such as Derby, Lichfield, and Birmingham.

Socially, the town experienced the pressures of late Tudor population growth and
economic inflation. The loss of the abbey's traditional charity forced the townspeople
and the Paget estate to implement parish-based relief systems under the new
Elizabethan Poor Laws. Guilds and local burgesses took on greater responsibilities for
civic life, partnering with the Lord of the Manor to maintain the structural integrity of
Burton Bridge and public infrastructure.

By the close of the 16th century, Burton upon Trent had successfully survived a
century of monumental upheaval. It had transformed from a medieval monastic
sanctuary into a secular, gentry-led market town. Armed with a thriving private
brewing industry, established trade networks, and the continued protection of its
vital river crossing, Burton entered the 17th century primed for further industrial and
commercial expansion.



