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‘RING OUT THOSE BELLS’: DEATH
AND THE SOCIAL ORDER IN

EARLY-MODERN LEICESTERSHIRE
Dave Postles

Abstract: Church bells have rightly attracted the attention of both antiquaries
and scholars of the material culture of the past. We can move from their
important findings to consider the meanings of the sounds of bells in the past.
That experience of the tolling of bells is explored here for early-modern
Leicestershire, through a time of intense religious (cultural) and social changes.
We are reminded how religious symbols were also inextricably infused with
social commentary; and how even in death social status was proclaimed.

The ringing of church bells remains a significant element in our aural experience
and in the past constituted an even more important contribution to la vie quoti-
dienne and the ‘acoustic landscape’ or ‘soundscape’.1 The changes to religious
observance through the sixteenth century admittedly reduced the impact of bells:
the removal of the sacring bell before the elevation of the host at mass; the
diminution of the number of saints’ days observed; and the proscription of 
the ringing for all souls.2 Even so, the bells were rung on St Hugh’s Day in late-
sixteenth-century Loughborough and early-seventeenth-century South Newington,
in parishes which were or had been in the diocese of Lincoln; but in fact what was
being remembered was the accession day of Elizabeth (17th November) which
coincided with St Hugh’s Day.3 Many churchwardens referred to it as ringing on St
Hugh’s day, perhaps only as a conceit.4 New celebrations, moreover, furnished new
occasions for ceremonial and elaborate ringing of the bells: particularly coronation

Trans. Leicestershire Archaeol. and Hist. Soc., 80 (2006)

1 For these terms, Bruce R. Smith, The Acoustic World of Early Modern England: Attending to the O-
Factor (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999). The most eloquent evocation of the ‘auditory
space’ and impact of bells is Alain Corbin, Village Bells. Sound and Meaning in the Nineteenth-
century French Countryside trans. Martin Thom (New York, 1998). Below, ROLLR signifies the
Record Office for Leicestershire, Leicester and Rutland, to all the staff of which I am grateful for
their patience and helpfulness. For the internal soundscape of the Protestant church, John Craig,
‘Psalms, groans and dog-whippers: the soundscape of sacred space in the English parish church,
1547–1642’, in Will Coster and Andrew Spicer, ed. Sacred Space in Early Modern Europe
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), pp. 104–23. I am extremely grateful to Jo Story for
her comments and advice.

2 For some of these changes, Ronald Hutton, The Rise and Fall of Merry England. The Ritual Year
1400–1700 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), pp. 84–5.

3 E. R. C. Brinkworth, ed. South Newington Churchwardens’ Accounts 1553–1684 (Banbury
Historical Society 6, 1964), pp. 41, 43 (1601, 1603 – 1s to the ringers on this feast day).

4 Anthony Palmer, Tudor Churchwardens’ Accounts (Hertfordshire Record Society 1, 1985), pp. 91,
116, 125, 130, 136, 139, 149, 170, 174, 178, 182.
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32 DAVE POSTLES

(‘crownation’) days and the fifth of November.5 After 1603, the bells also chimed
on St James Day.6 At Wigston Magna, the bells were even sounded in 1615 on 5
August, significant for James I.7 At Melton Mowbray, the bells announced sermons
by Mr Latimer and Sir James in 1553.8 Bells were thus messengers but also
constituted a metaphor for commemoration, that thick connection to the past
which promoted collective memory.

What did the bells mean to parishioners in early-modern Leicestershire? In
particular, what understandings were placed on the pealing of bells at the time of
burial?9 In this context of death and burial, we have to negotiate to what extent
changes in religious affiliation during the sixteenth century affected the meanings
of the funeral bell. We should, nonetheless, anticipate that religious ideals cannot
be entirely separated from social expectations, and it is that inter-relationship
which is explored below.

ATTACHMENT TO BELLS:  THE GENERAL CONTEXT

The attachment to bells and their peals is indicated by the extraordinary invest-
ment in them. The churchwardens’ accounts are replete with frequent payments
for ropes, baldricks, and adjusting the chimes.10 For illustrative purpose only, the
churchwardens at Melton accounted, ‘Item for the cappes sheres the crowne
stapell’ And the kayes about the greate bell wayinge vij stone xxxvjs viijd’.11 The
impact of the cost of bells is realized, however, when intermittently the bells had
to be recast. When the great bell of Loughborough was reconstituted in 1613–14,
Ouldfield, the caster and founder, received in excess of £33, regardless of the
sundries expended in carting and reinserting the bell.12 Within three years, further
work on the bells became necessary, and Ouldfield was remunerated with almost
£16 for recasting the third bell and Hinman received more than £24.13 We might
compare these cumulative amounts with the £13 6s 8d for whitewashing the

5 David Cressy, Bonfires and Bells. National Memory and the Protestant Calendar in Elizabethan and
Stuart England (London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1989); ROLLR DE 1965/4 (unfoliated, s.v.
1602: to the ringers ‘of the Queenes daye’); ROLLR DE1225/65 (unfoliated, 1593: ‘spent upon the
ringers oon the quenes holye daye’).

6 ROLLR DE625/18, fo. 20r: 1s 6d to the ringers on this day at Waltham on the Wolds; ROLLR
DE384/36, fo. 11r: 2s to the ringers on this day at Wigston Magna; ROLLR DE1225/65 (unfoliated,
1620): 2s to the ringers on this day.

7 For this date and discussion of the King’s escape from the Gowry conspiracy see, Cressy, Bonfires
and Bells, pp. 57–8.

8 ROLLR DG36/140/6.
9 My friend and colleague, Greg Walker, reminded me of the use of bells – whether authorised or not

– for secular purposes, which are not explored here.
10 This cluster of successive payments at Hinckley in 1620, for example: ROLLR DE1225/65

(unfoliated, 1620): 8d for oil for the chimes; 2s 6d for wedging and trussing the great bell; 2s for
‘eying’ the clapper of the third bell; 2s 6d for trussing the third bell and great bell and shortening the
irons; and 5s for ‘keeping’ the chimes. ROLLR DG36/140/20: four pounds of chime wire at 10d per
pound. 

11 ROLLR DG36/140/30 (1612).
12 ROLLR DE667/62, fo. 85v.
13 ROLLR DE667/62, fos 100r–v, 102r.
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‘RING OUT THOSE BELLS’: DEATH AND THE SOCIAL ORDER 33

church in 1627 and more than £17 for leadwork in 1634.14 The expenditure on
the bells exceeded the cost of maintaining the fabric. Perhaps it is no surprise then
that after the restoration of the bells in 1616, the bells became an attraction: ‘Item
spent in giving entertainement to the gentlemen strangers when they came to ringe’
(11s).15 At St Martin’s, Leicester, the cost of recasting of the fourth bell in 1585
accounted for £11.16 In 1610, a further £19 14s 4d was raised by lay (levy) for
recasting the second bell.17 At Market Harborough in 1613, shortly after the
fourth bell was recast and rehung, the parish was indebted to the tune of a
hundred marks (over £66) for the costs of recasting and rehanging bells.18

In smaller locations, like Waltham on the Wolds, the bells still consumed a large
proportion of the churchwardens’ income. In the early seventeenth century,
remedial work was performed on the bells there. In 1612, £5 5s were expended on
metal and waste and less than a year later another £3 10s paid to the bellfounder.19

As elsewhere, constant payments were necessary for bell wheels, trussing the bells,
mending the frame, replacing the clappers, attaching new baldricks, and tuning the
chimes.20 Regular maintenance of the bells was performed by John Goodwin, who
received 6s per annum for this service (‘keepinge the bells’), a position in which he
was succeeded by William Ho(o)se.21 In 1628, it was necessary for Hose to
complete further work on the bells and clock, exceeding £9.22

The significance of the bells is further illustrated by the efforts to separate out
in the churchwardens’ accounts the income accruing from bells (and burials in the
church). The churchwardens of Melton referred back to the earlier accounts and
produced a listing of the receipts from the bells over the previous dozen years
(Table 1 below).

The officers at St Martin’s, Leicester, made various attempts to produce similar
figures. From 1555 to 1564, they attempted to separate out the receipts from bells
and burials within the annual account. During this period, it was only the receipts
from these items which were made distinctive. The more hastily produced accounts
after 1564 reverted to undifferentiated receipts. In 1598, the differentiation in the
accounts was restored, but now as part of a more sophisticated approach to
accounting in which all different kinds of receipts had their own paragraphs or
sections (see Table 2 below).

1
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14 ROLLR DE 667/62, fos 146r, 154v.
15 ROLLR DE667/62, fo. 101r.
16 Thomas North, ed., The Accounts of the Churchwardens of St Martin’s, Leicester (Leicester: Samuel

Clark, 1844), pp. 130–1.
17 ROLLR DE1564/1384, pp. 385–7 (original pagination; unfoliated).
18 J. E. Stocks and W. B. Bragg, eds, Market Harborough Parish Records 1531 to 1837 (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 1926), pp. 40–1, 45–7.
19 ROLLR 625/18, fos 9r, 11r.
20 ROLLR DE625/18, fo. 42r: new clappers cost 3s 4d; at Hinckley repair of the clapper of the great

bell incurred a cost of 11s4d: ROLLR DE1225/65 (unfoliated, 1584).
21 ROLLR DE625/18, fos 30r–v (1622), 42r (1628).
22 ROLLR DE625/18, fo. 42v (the tight binding does not allow reading the precise amount, but it was

almost £10).
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34 DAVE POSTLES

It is evident from the Tables 3–5 (below) that urban parishes had complex
arrangements of bells. At Melton, references were made to the four bells, the fore
bell and the great bell.27 That complex existed too at Loughborough. Some villages
had quite sophisticated arrangements of bells rather than one single bell, like
Wigston Magna with its four bells. There too the bells were recast in the early
seventeenth century, an agreement for the work with Wattes, the bellfounder of
Leicester, accompanied by a token 6d as earnest money. The churchwardens had a
bond drafted (at a cost of 1s) for a warranty for the new bell for a year and a day.28

23 ROLLR DG36/140/19, 23: separate listings of annual totals of receipts from the bells, reflecting
their importance to the churchwardens. Although I have listed the amounts under calendar years, for
some reason the churchwardens made their calculations from 1 Dec. to 1 Dec.

24 ROLLR 1564/1384, p. 61.
25 ROLLR DE1564/1384, p. 256.
26 ROLLR DE1564/1384, p. 262.
27 ROLLR DG36/140/20, 23.
28 ROLLR DE384/36, fo. 4v.

Year Amount

1579 10s 7d
1580 12s
1581 13s
1582 10s
1583 7s 10d
1584 11s 2d
1585 11s
1586 10s
1587 11s
1591 7s 10d
1592 16s 8d
1593 16s 8d
1594 7s 2d (perhaps incomplete)

Table 1. Receipts from the bells (for burials) at Melton Mowbray, 
1579–87 and 1591–4.23

Year beginning Amount Year beginning Amount

155524 £2 3s 10d 159825 £4 10s 2d
1556 16s 4d 159926 £4 0s 4d
1557 £4 3s 6d 1600 £3 14s 8d
1558 £12 3s 5d 1601 £4 1s 4d
1559 £4 7s 2d 1602 £3 18s 8d
1560 £1 15s 8d 1603 £7 1s 4d
1561 £1 3s 4d 1604 £4 5s 4d
1562 £1 19s 0d 1605 £5 10s 8d
1563 £1 14s 4d 1606 £2 2s 8d
1564 £4 0s 4d 1607 £7 2s 8d

1608 £5 12s 0d
1609 £5 0s 0d

Table 2. Receipts from payments for the bells and burials at St Martin’s, Leicester,
1555–64, 1598–1609.
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‘RING OUT THOSE BELLS’: DEATH AND THE SOCIAL ORDER 35

After the lapse of that warranty, the churchwardens entered into a maintenance
agreement with James Osine (Oswin) in 1617. Oswin had just supplied new bell
frames at a cost of £4 13s 4d. No doubt recognizing further potential expenditure,
the contract was initiated. Despite the attention of Oswin, in 1632 the Leicester
bellfounder, Wattes, was required to visit Wigston with his workers, to meet the
ringers to ‘chip’ ‘the forre bell’.29

After this wee did bargine with James Osine for to keepe the beles for while he
liueth for 26s8d a yeare and he must find all things that belongeth to the bels (so
onely the bels and the brasses and the clapers) and all things else belonging to the
bels as the frame and the rops and whiles [sc. wheels] and all Ireworkes [sic – no
contraction marks] and euery thinge els there belonging so onely before exsepted
that is the bels and brasses and the clappers . . .30

At other places and at earlier times, the basic maintenance of the bells was
entrusted over many years to a local handyman, such as William Dyng at Melton
Mowbray in the 1540s and 1550s, who received annually 2s2d for ‘clensyng’ the
leides & keppyng they beilles’.31

THE DEATH TOLL

Death, of course, sustained continuity of memorial bell-ringing, recollecting an
individual and the passing of that person to the parishioners, an inextricable
mélange of the artificial public and personal. Despite official attempts by the
reformed church to limit bellringing at passing to tolerable and respectable
proportions to deter the Catholic ‘superstition’ that tolling cleansed the soul, local
discretion was more important in the arrangement for bells in late-Tudor
England.32 Official injunctions attempted to restrict peals to what was considered
‘decent’, whilst those of a more ‘godly’ disposition were even more parsimonious
about bells at death. So bell-ringing was a potentially contested arena.

Nunc lento sonitu dicunt, morieris.
Now this bell tolling softly for another, says to me, Thou must die
. . . and therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.33

Emotionally concerned with the connectedness of human society, Donne implied
the same bell affected all – but was this poetic sleight of hand?34 There is some

1
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29 ROLLR DE384/36, fo. 27r.
30 ROLLR DE384/36, fos 6r–v. For his name as Oswin: fos 15v, 20v, 30r (the last 1634 when he was

still maintaining the bells). The lead and windows were another potential demand on church-
wardens’ finances, with irregular large expenditure, so that the officers at Hinckley entered into a
maintenance agreement with Bartholomew Audley for sixty years ‘if he so Longe Lyve’, for an
advance of 50s, and 25s per annum: ROLLR DE1225/65 (unfoliated: 22 April 1612).

31 ROLLR DG36/140/3, fos 1r, 3v, 4r, 5r, 5v, 6r.
32 For official regulation and local practice, David Cressy, Birth, Marriage and Death. Ritual, Religion,

and the Life-cycle in Tudor and Stuart England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), pp. 421–5,
and Peter Marshall, Beliefs and the Dead in Reformation England (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2002), pp. 161–8.

33 John Donne, Meditation XVII (1624). See also, Ralph Houlbrooke, Death, Religion and the Family
in England 1480–1750 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), pp. 58–9.

34 Putting to one side his Catholic lineage and Arminian sentiment: succinctly, David Norbrook, Poetry
and Politics in the English Renaissance (revised edn, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), p. 177.
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36 DAVE POSTLES

evidence to suggest that by Donne’s time the bells that parishioners heard had a
different resonance for different people: that bells rang out the social status of
parishioners. It is this aspect – the sound of the social order – which is explored here.

The exploration of death and burial in early-modern England has, of course, a
long history and expansive bibliographic tradition. Its analysis has largely been
conducted using wills, monuments, monumental inscriptions and epitaphs. More
recently, the re-discovery of probate accounts has added appreciably to our
comprehension of funeral practices, but their survival and their composition are
problematic.35 Whilst wills were expressions of intent or desire – even aspirations
– probate accounts reveal the actual arrangements conducted and the expenditure
involved. As the sixteenth century progressed, wills became more reticent about
funerary expectations as a result of changes in religious observation. All probate
material retains, moreover, the inherent problem of how representative it is of the
whole of local society. Monuments and epitaphs by their nature comprehend only
an elite. We have, consequently, a rather fine appreciation of the funerary
practices of the early-modern aristocracy and a good conditional knowledge of the
interment of local elites.36 Numerous interpretations have ensued: was there a
transition from communitarian sentiment to an emphasis on the individual and
the affective family at burial? Were there continuities from Catholic to Protestant
England in the socio-religious expectations of the elite? What we still lack are
more sensitive and comprehensive accounts of burial of the rest of society.

Payment Number of burials Quantity of bells/burial location

8d 200 3*
1s 3 337

20d 87 4*
3s4d 3 unspecified
5s4d 645 5 (all)
6s8d 4 Burial in the church (basic fee)
8s4d 1 Burial in church + 4 bells38

12s 317 Burial in the church (6s8d) and 5 bells (5s4d)
* In the late sixteenth century, these lower rates disappeared.

Table 3. Payments to the churchwardens for bells at burial and for burials in the 
church: St Martin’s, Leicester, 1544–1630.39

35 For the selective nature and the problems of probate material, see now Tom Arkell, Nesta Evans and
Nigel Goose, ed. When Death us do Part. Understanding and Interpreting the Probate Records of
Early Modern England (Oxford: Local Population Studies Supplement, 2000). My own current
experience of working with the probate material in Lichfield diocese suggests that in some
jurisdictions probate material comprehended a larger proportion of the deceased, including probate
inventories for testators with much less than the bona notabilia of £5. The churchwardens’ accounts,
nonetheless, allow a fuller picture than probate material of burial arrangements for the whole
population.

36 David Cressy, ‘Death and the social order: the funerary preferences of Elizabethan gentlemen’,
Continuity and Change, 5 (1990), pp. 99–119. 

37 ROLLR DE1564/1384, pp. 251, 262.
38 ROLLR DE1564/1384, p. 159 (1579).
39 North, Accounts of the Churchwardens of St Martin’s, pp. 5–112 (to 1566); ROLLR DE1564/1384,

pp. 119–638 (original pagination; unfoliated) for 1567–1630.
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‘RING OUT THOSE BELLS’: DEATH AND THE SOCIAL ORDER 37

For the sake of simplicity, we can commence with the sight (as well as sound) and
site of burial: the interment of the local social elite inside the parish church.
Occasionally a more elaborate description of the deceased allows a glimpse of the
standing of those who received a place within the church. In 1597, both Edward
Smithe, the bailiff of Loughborough, and Clement Fowler, one of the Feoffees of
the Bridge Lands, were interred in Loughborough parish church.46 They were, for
example, succeeded by John Smalley, steward of Loughborough, and another
Feoffee of the Bridge Lands, Richard Cranwell.47 It was customary too for the
churchwardens to have a pit allocated inside the church. In just over fifty years
(1586–1640), over one hundred parishioners were interred inside this church.
During just over ninety years (1544–1630), more than three hundred parishioners
received graves inside St Martin’s, Leicester, the premier of the borough churches.

1
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45

40 Additionally, one child was buried thirty years later with the fourth bell only for 2d: ROLLR
DG36/140/25.

41 ROLLR DG36/140/1–28, 30: the entries are very confusing, so there is some difficulty with the
figures.

42 ROLLR DE 667/62, fo. 99v.
43 ROLLR DE 667/62, fos 86v, 87r, 90r.
44 ROLLR DE 667/62, fos 11r, 13r–v, 18r, 19v, 26r, 26v, for example, associate this fee with burial

inside the church.
45 ROLLR DE 667/62.
46 ROLLR DE 667/62, fo. 36r.
47 ROLLR DE 667/62, fos 56v, 60r. 

Payment Number of burials Quantity of bells/burial location

2d (1549–54, 12 One bell
1558–61)40

3d (1553–4) 15 Great bell
4d 271 Great bell
5d (1549–54) 95 All the bells
6d 332 All the bells
3s4d 42 Child burial in the church
6s 8d (or 7s 123 Adult burial in the church

2d incl. bells)

Table 4. Payments to the churchwardens for bells at burial and for burial in the church:
Melton Mowbray, 1549–54, 1557–72, 1579–99, 1612.41

Payment Number of burials Quantity of bells/burial location

2d (to 1615–16) 244 Third bell
6d 45 Fourth bell
10d 121 The great bell
16d 658 All the bells
6s 8d 5 Burial in the church (basic fee)42

7s 6d 5 Burial in the church + 10d for the bells43

8s 92 Burial in the church44

Table 5. Payments to the churchwardens for bells at burial and for burial in the church:
Loughborough, 1586–1640.45
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38 DAVE POSTLES

The basic fee for burial within parish churches was established at half a mark
(6s8d), but the bells were an additional exaction. At Loughborough, the cost of all
the bells amounted to only 16d, but at St Martin’s the much higher exaction of
5s4d was incurred, although in both cases the bells numbered five (four small bells
and the great bell).

Although a standard fee of 6s8d obtained, the actual cost of interment in the
church was a fraction of that amount. What was incurred was the cost of excavating
the pit and making good the floor. At Loughborough, the most elaborate restitution
of the floor involved the laying down of gravestones, a visual reminder of the status
of the deceased in local society. The cost of this making good obviously varied with
the location of the grave within the church.48 Additional costs might arise. Thomas
Wamsley was paid 4d ‘for setting downe the seates that was taken up to burie
Thomas Moorecrafte . . .’.49 We might assume that Moorecrafte had desired, like 
a small proportion of late-sixteenth-century testators, to be interred near his seat 
or pew. By the early seventeenth century, gravestones as markers were being
insinuated at burials in the church. In St Martin’s, Leicester, gravestones in 1623 for
burials in church extended each to as much as 22s (three), 15s and 10s.50 All burials
in the church were attended by the full set of bells, so as well as the future visual
reminder of the gravestone, the social status of the deceased was announced 
by sound.

At the opposite end of the social scale (presumably) at Loughborough, a large
proportion of burials were attended by only one bell, for which the payment was
merely 2d. In fact, this rate disappeared after 1615–16, this concession to the
poorest inhabitants seemingly removed. We can analyze, to a limited extent, 
the character of these recipients of the lower rate, as in Table 6 below. Most 
were apparently adults, the larger proportion of whom were women, ostensibly
single women.

Extending the analysis is almost impossible, for the first detailed listing of
doles which we have for the town is extant only from 1614, whilst the payments 
of 2d were subtracted after 1615–16.51 We have only a few illustrative examples of
how the lower payment for a single bell was associated with poverty, sometimes at
the end of life. Benefiting from the 2d fee for bells, Joan Drewe had received 8d
during her sickness in 1615 and when she died shortly after this benefaction, the
churchwardens contributed 6d towards her burial.52 After the death of Richard
Paper, Widow Paper was in constant receipt of support from the churchwardens

48 ROLLR DE 667/62, fos 29v (20d), 32v (3s4d for a batch of six gravestones), 33r (14d), 33r (10d),
77v (14d, 16d), 92r (18d), 149r (18d, 20d, 2s).

49 ROLLR DE 667/62, fo. 119r.
50 ROLLR DE1564/1384, p. 579.
51 For the doles: DE667/62: 1614–15: fos 96r–97v, 31s5d in 53 payments, 34 of which specifically for

sickness; 1615–16: fos 102v–105r, 76s 3d in 169 payments; 1616–17: fos 109r–111v, 51s 8d in
170 payments mostly for sickness;1622–23: fos 120v–122r, £2 3s 9d; 1623–24: fos 126v–128r, £2
9s 4d; 1624–25: fos 132v–133v, 35s3d; 1625–26: fos 137v–139r, £7 7s 2d; 1626–27: fos
142v–143v, 31s 4d; 1635–36: fos 162v–164r, £3 0s 9d. 

52 ROLLR DE667/62, fo. 97r.
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‘RING OUT THOSE BELLS’: DEATH AND THE SOCIAL ORDER 39

in 1615–16.53 In 1617, Robert Charnocke was relieved when he, his wife, and
children were all sick, three members of this family having also previously had the
concessionary rate for the bell.54

Although we have little material for Market Harborough, it is evident that by
the early seventeenth century there was social differentiation in the ringing of
bells. Whilst twenty-five burials were accompanied by all the bells for a payment
of 14d, thirteen received only a single bell for 8d.55 Returning to St Martin’s,
Leicester, during the middle decades of the sixteenth century, a lower rate of 8d
obtained for burials with just three bells. That rate was abandoned, it seems,
although there had been around two hundred burials of this type. By the end of the
sixteenth century, the churchwardens’ accounts recorded only burials with all five
bells (5s4d) or burials in the church with all five bells (12s); no other rates
appeared in these later accounts. The numbers of interments inside the church
reflects the aspirations of the urban elite. The ability to defray the high cost for the
five bells alone (5s4d) represents the development of an urban ‘middling sort’.56

The pealing of the bells had become differentiated by social status – the ability
or desire to pay for more complex peals. The sound of the bells at burials thus
became a conveyor and reminder of place in the social order, the soundscape of
social position.

We should not assume from this transformation, however, changes from a
communitarian form of traditional religion to a new Protestant religion focused
on the redemption of the individual.57 In the Catholic religion, emphasis on social
status at death could be performed through a panoply of devices: trentals, masses,
prayers, chantries, investment in which pertained only to the social elite. Obits,
moreover, were frequently commemorated through the ringing of bells on the
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53 ROLLR DE667/62, fo. 97r.
54 ROLLR DE667/62, fos 109v, 110r.
55 Stocks and Bragg, Market Harborough Parish Records, pp. 42–3.
56 In a small number of cases – relatively minor in number – masters paid the 5s 4d for the bells for

their maids, male servants or apprentices: e.g. ROLLR DE1564/1384, pp. 309 (Thomas Fletcher’s
apprentice), 319 (Valentine Wells’s man), 1604–5. Jonathan Barry and Christopher Brooks, ed. The
Middling Sort of People. Culture, Society and Politics in England, 1550–1800 (Basingstoke:
Macmillan Press, 1994).

57 For this interpretation of burial practices, Clare Gittings, Death, Burial and the Individual in Early
Modern England (London: Croom Helm, 1984), following both Philippe Ariès and Laurence Stone.

Status Percent

Adult males 38%
Adult females 45%
Of whom explicitly widows 5%
Old + surname <1% (2 in number)
Male children 3%
Female children 2%
Children: gender unknown 6%

Table 6. Recipients of the lower rate of 2d for one bell at Loughborough, 
1586–1616.
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anniversary of death, further demarcating social status, between those who could
afford this rite against those who could not, and by the ability to pay more for
more elaborate ringing at obits and anniversaries.

Nor should we assume that the contested nature of bell-ringing was novel to
post-reformation(s) England. Attempts had, indeed, been made in some places in
the late-fifteenth and early-sixteenth century to contain excessive bell-ringing.
Here we must have recourse to locations outside Leicestershire for want of
evidence in the county. In some late-medieval parishes, a standard payment of 4d
was exacted for the tolling of the great bell at death, with no mention of other
bells on the day of burial. At Peterborough, for example, the churchwardens’
accounts consistently recorded 4d for the great bell at burial from 1479 to 1569.58

The uniformity and comprehensiveness of this payment in Peterborough suggests
some attempt in some places in the late middle ages to regulate the use of the bells
at death and burial, before the advent of Protestantism. In the late-medieval
borough of Henley (Oxfordshire), ordinances were promulgated to define the
peals for burgesses and foreigners, particularly for anniversaries and obits. In
some of these byelaws, a penalty was imposed for exceeding the regulation, but at
other times additional payments specified. In particular, the great bell should be
reserved for special occasions, with the permission of the wardens; on other occa-
sions, the four smaller bells should be employed (and only three for foreigners).
The duration of ringing was also regulated. The intention was undoubtedly to
restrict excessive ringing associated with the rhetoric of social position even within
a religious culture which anticipated that the peals would purify the soul.59 We
should also recollect, however, that the hierarchy of bells existed in St Martin’s,
Leicester, by 1544, which would suggest some continuity of affection for bells
from the pre-reformation(s) persisting into the late sixteenth century. The per-
sistence of this differentiation through place of burial (inside and outside, church
and churchyard) and peals of bells through into the seventeenth century, however,
suggests that other values obtained as well: social status.

What the ultimate reformation of religion achieved was a reduction in the
number of ways that social display at death might be exhibited, associated with
the renunciation of the idea of purgatory.60 Social differentiation existed in late-
medieval religion as it intruded into the Anglican church. Some continuity
obtained: burial inside the church; and the reproduction of the social hierarchy in

58 W. T. Mellows, ed. Peterborough Local Administration. Parochial Government before the
Reformation. Churchwardens’ Accounts 1467–1573 (Northamptonshire Printing and Publishing
Co. Ltd for the Northamptonshire Record Society ix, 1939 for 1937). So we might indicate here too
how little churchwardens’ accounts have been exploited for demographic data: burial fees; fees for
bells at burial; Easter pence; and so on. For the use of ‘waste of wax’ at death for computing levels
of mortality, Gervase Rosser, Medieval Westminster 1200–1540 (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1989), pp. 177–80.

59 Philip M. Briers, ed. Henley Borough Records. Assembly Books i–iv, 1395–1543 (Oxfordshire
Record Society 41, 1960), pp. 29 (1420), 113 (1495), 174 (1514).

60 See now Peter Marshall, ‘“The map of God’s word”: geographies of the afterlife in Tudor and early
Stuart England’, in Bruce Gordon and Peter Marshall, ed. The Place of the Dead. Death and
Remembrance in Late Medieval and Early Modern Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2000), pp. 110–30.
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seating in the church.61 Social position – place – was also perpetuated through new
avenues which were, nonetheless, more limited in their number than in ‘trad-
itional’ religion: different qualities of communion wine.62 In examining the change
in the resort to bells, then, we must not take bells in isolation, but place them
within the context of the whole range of religious elements available to be appro-
priated for statements of social position.

Whatever the religious circumstances, the opportunity existed to appropriate
the rites and liturgy of the church to display social position. Even transcendental
religions – those in which the principal concern is with salvation and the afterlife –
cannot entirely occlude the material considerations of this world. An element of
immanence requires the fortunate to attempt to explain their fortune, to depict it
as legitimate and not arbitrary.63 What we can conclude is that bells in the late
sixteenth and early seventeenth century announced the social position of the
deceased, social status conveyed through sounds, an auditory landscape familiar
to parishioners probably throughout early-modern Leicestershire, but certainly
emphatically so in the two major urban centres, Leicester and Loughborough.

DAVE POSTLES took early retirement from the post of Marc Fitch Research
Fellow in the School of Historical Studies at the University of Leicester in July
2005, a position which he had held since 1988. He is now University Fellow in the
Department of English in the same University. From 1970 to 1988, he had a career
as an archivist in various places. He may be contacted by e-mail (pot@le.ac.uk)
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61 David Hickman, ‘Religious belief and pious practice among London’s Elizabethan elite’, Historical
Journal 42 (1999), pp. 941–60, for some of these continuities. Seating is an ambiguous issue.
Although seats were introduced during the fifteenth century, at different times in different parishes,
yet it seems likely that the seats were inserted incrementally rather than all at once; this process may
still have been in train during the sixteenth century. I hope to address this suggestion elsewhere. For
seating and the social order, C. Wright, ‘The spatial ordering of community in English church
seating, c.1550–1700’, unpublished PhD, University of Warwick, 2002; Amanda Flather, The
Politics of Place. A Study of Church Seating in Essex, c.1580–1640 (Friends of the Centre for
English Local History, Friends’ Papers 3, 1999); Susan Pittman, ‘The social structure and parish
community of St Andrew’s church, Calstock, as reconstituted from its seating plan, c.1587/8’,
Southern History 20–1 (1998–9), pp. 44–67.

62 John Craig, ‘Co-operation and initiatives: Elizabethan churchwardens and the parish accounts of
Mildenhall’, Social History 18 (1993), pp. 357–80; ROLLR DG36/140/19: claret, malmsey and
bastard wine; DG36/140/23: claret and muscadine.

63 For a succinct explanation, Malcolm Hamilton, Sociology and the World’s Religions (Basingstoke:
Macmillan Press, 1998), pp. 12–13 (Weber’s ‘theodicy’), 16 (transcendentalism).
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The financial TransacTions 
of an archdeacon, 1604–20

Dave Postles

as some financial liberalisation became generally accepted by the early 
seventeenth century, through the dual mechanism of the extension of statutes 
merchant (a special form of bond) to all classes of financial transaction and the 
gradual acknowledgement of a standard rate of interest, the provincial credit 
market took on a new complexion. investors with spare capital could take 
advantage of a new money market on the security of these written instruments. 
one who engaged closely in this new financial market was the archdeacon 
of leicester, robert Johnson, who took advantage of the statute staple at 
nottingham to extend loans to local yeomanry and husbandmen in rutland, 
leicestershire, nottinghamshire and south lincolnshire. his ‘bonds that tie’ are  
explored here.

The characteristics of the early-modern clerical estate have been much explored since 
christopher hill first posited the ‘economic problems’ of the church (of england). 
concern with the differences between the economic status of higher and lower 
clergy consequently became an object of research.1 attention has more recently been 
redirected to other qualities of the Tudor and stuart clergy. in this context, there 
has been an attempt to discern, inter alia, whether they formed a profession, what 
were their educational standards, how well they performed their office, and their 
relationship with the local laity.2 a particular focus has been on their theological, 
spiritual and ideological attributes and adherence, and how their attitudes were 
perceived by the laity. The notion of a ‘Puritan’ clerical elite amongst the clergy has 
been mediated by explorations into expectations of the majority of the local laity 
and parishioners, the ambivalence and vagueness of the very term ‘Puritan’ through 
its rhetorical usage, and the place and precision (or otherwise) of ‘the culture of 
Puritanism’.3 We have been counselled too to discern the difference between action 
and belief: that, regardless of the ostensible contrariness of what people, both clergy 

1 c. hill, The Economic Problems of the Church from Archbishop Whitgift to the Long Parliament 
(oxford, 1956); d. M. Barratt, ‘conditions of the parish clergy from the reformation to 1660’, 
unpublished dPhil thesis, oxford, 1950; r. o’day and f. heal, eds., Princes and Paupers in the 
English Church, 1500–1800 (london, 1981).

2 r. o’day, The English Clergy, 1550–1642: The Emergence and Consolidation of a Profession 
(leicester, 1979); a. hunt, The Art of Hearing: English Preachers and their Audiences, 1590–1640 
(cambridge studies in early Modern British history, 2010); c. haigh, The Plain Man’s Pathways 
to Heaven: Kinds of Christianity in Post-Reformation England, 1570–1640 (oxford, 2007); for the 
ambiguous concept of the professionalisation of the clergy, see the succinct summary by r. o’day, The 
Professions in Early Modern England, 1450–1800 (harlow, 2000), pp. 45–110. 

3 in addition to the above, P. collinson, The Elizabethan Puritan Movement (1967); idem, The 
Birthpangs of Protestant England: Religious and Cultural Change in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth 
Centuries (london, 1988); idem, The Religion of Protestants: The Church in English Society, 1559–
1625 (oxford, 1982); idem, ‘elizabethan and Jacobean Puritanism as forms of Popular religious 
culture’, in c. durston and J. eales, eds, The Culture of English Puritanism, 1560–1700 (london, 
1996), pp. 32–57.
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and parishioners, did or said, their internal conscience was that they remained 
within the established church, the ecclesia anglicana of the ‘elizabethan settlement’.4 
all those issues have, in particular, been addressed comprehensively for the caroline 
ministry and also for the collectivity (such as it was) of the clergy in the early stuart 
era as a whole.5

it might then seem perverse to concentrate on the individual cleric who is the 
subject here: first, because he died in 1625, his demise preceding the caroline clergy 
so expertly analysed; and second, as the concern with an individual removes us from 
the collectivity of the clergy. We can attempt to justify this preoccupation from a few 
perspectives. archdeacons occupied an interesting position between the parochial 
clergy and the episcopacy, the ordinaries, the higher clergy. acting as brokers between 
lower and higher clergy, between those at the interchange with the local laity and the 
state-appointed offices, they had the capacity to act as intermediaries. Quite often, 
however, they also acted as instructors and leaders in the localities, the apogee of 
their influence exemplified, for example, by the proselytising clergy returning from 
exile on the continent during the Marian interlude, who became influential in the 
lower offices of the state church, such as archdeacon lever in the archdeaconry of 
coventry.6 Their office involved them in the disciplinary oversight of the parochial 
clergy, inspecting their instruction of, in particular, the catechism. Through the 
libri cleri, they recorded and assembled the parochial clergy. in particular, through 
the archdeaconry courts and visitations, the archdeacon or his official investigated 
complaints from the laity, and supervised the clergy and their assets ex officio. The 
office of archdeacon thus has a significance, especially in the case of those influential 
officeholders like lowthe in the archdeaconry of nottingham, who attempted to 
exercise something approaching authoritarianism.7 robert Johnson, archdeacon 
of leicester, the subject here, has sometimes been characterised in that vein, as a 
‘Puritan’ authoritarian.

The epithet ‘Puritan’ applied to Johnson has been shown to have inherent 
complexity, perhaps even indicating hypocrisy from some quarters. Johnson’s career 
reflects the ambiguities of this contemporary morality. The financial transactions 
of Johnson, indeed, compound these complications of the ministry. The apparent 
ambivalence in Johnson’s career has been previously highlighted. his credit 
relationships expand on those apparent contradictions. The transactions – in 
themselves and because of the nature of the source exploited here – are equally 
complicated. for the sake of clarity, the exposition below follows a fairly defined 

4 M. ingram, ‘Puritans and the church courts, 1560–1640’, in durston and eales, The Culture of 
English Puritanism, pp. 58–91.

5 T. Webster, Godly Clergy in Early Stuart England: The Caroline Puritan Movement, c.1620–1643 
(cambridge studies in early Modern British history, 1997); K. fincham and n. Tyacke, Altars 
Restored: The Changing Face of English Religious Worship, 1547–c.1700 (oxford, 2007). in the 
present context, B. holderness, ‘The clergy as money-lenders in england, 1550–1700’, in Princes and 
Paupers, pp. 195–209 (derived from probate inventories of clergy).

6 B. coulson, ‘implementing the reformation in the urban community: coventry and shrewsbury, 
1559–1603’, Midland History 25 (2000), pp. 43–60. i also owe a debt here to Tony Upton who 
completed a Phd on the clergy of the archdeaconry of coventry.

7 r. Marchant, The Church Under the Law: Justice, Administration and Discipline in the Diocese of 
York, 1560–1640 (cambridge, 1969), pp. 147–57.
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structure, commencing with a short description of his career and biographical 
details. Then follows a description of the source material employed here for his 
financial transactions.8 subsequently, after the ambivalence of that material has been 
explained, there follows a close analysis of the characteristics of credit transactions. 
Those empirical aspects recounted, their wider context is examined, illustrating the 
‘liberalisation’ of credit arrangements between 1532 and 1624, which facilitated his 
(and others’) engagement in financial markets. finally, some speculative comments 
are offered, with surmises about the intentions behind and the effects of his extension 
of credit.

succinctly, Johnson, born in stamford in 1540/1 to the borough’s MP, received 
his education at that seedbed of evangelicalism or radicalism, cambridge, and 
commenced his career in service with sir nicholas Bacon, Keeper of the Great 
seal, although, for his early recalcitrance about some aspects of the elizabethan 
settlement, he fell out of the good offices of archbishop Parker. such dissatisfaction 
did not hinder his preferment and progression, through which he became an arch 
pluralist as well as an archdeacon. in 1591, he was instituted as archdeacon of 
leicester, more or less coterminous with the county, retaining the office until his 
death in 1625. he resided, nonetheless, at his rectory in north luffenham, to 
which he had been presented in 1574. his affluence was achieved not only through 
his multiple benefices, but also through two advantageous alliances in his three 
marriages. as redemption and reflecting his enthusiasm for education and theology, 
he established grammar schools in oakham and Uppingham in 1584, enhancing 
also the charitable provision in those towns, as well as divinity scholarships in four 
cambridge colleges.9 

The evidence for Johnson’s involvement in credit and his financial relationships is 
derived from the statutes merchant registered before the Mayor and the clerk of the 
statutes at nottingham. The implications of this form of recognisance or obligation 
for credit are elucidated further below. What we have for Johnson comprises 119 
statutes merchant (a special form of bond or letters obligatory) registered before the 
Mayor and clerk between 1604 and 1620. These written transactions might represent 
only an unknown proportion of the totality of Johnson’s credit arrangements. no 
doubt he entered into other bonds and letters obligatory which were not registered 
at a statute staple or were inscribed at a different statute staple. it does, nonetheless, 
appear that after 1604 he had a fairly consistent policy of resorting to the statute 
staple in nottingham to assure his loans. in all the 119 statutes, he appeared as the 
creditor – the conusee or obligee – never as debtor. 

8 Throughout, it is impossible not to employ the technical and contemporary terms conusor and 
conusee, for brevity. The conusor was the person who became the obligor in the bond (or statute) and 
the conusee was the obligee, so the conusor was bound to the conusee in a penal sum (usually, but 
not consistently) twice the amount actually at issue or involved, so that, for example, a conusor might 
be bound to a conusee in £200 to redeem a debt of £100 (complicated by the exaction of interest). 
Whilst it is not comprehensively accurate to do so, for the purposes of this paper it might be worth 
considering the conusor as debtor and the conusee as creditor.

9 T. Y. cocks, ‘The archdeacons of leicester, 1092–1992’, TLAHS lxvii (1993), pp. 34–5; c. s. Knighton, 
‘Johnson, robert’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (oxford, 2004), s.v. Johnson.
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Bonds were collateral, of course, for many types of transaction: to perform 
covenants in indentures of even date, sometimes relating to the acquisition of 
land, or ensuring settlements and jointures. The statutes thus present a somewhat 
complicated and ambivalent object for analysis. To understand the intentions 
of the statutes, we need some knowledge of the defeasances for the redemption, 
extinguishing or cancellation of the statutes, which indeed is available intermittently 
through the memoranda of the clerk of the statutes (see further below). 

The archdeacon’s initial incursion into this particular credit market in 1604 
involved significant obligations to him by people of status. on 15 october 1604, a 
statute was registered before the Mayor and clerk by which William fairbarne of 
hickling, gentleman, and his son and heir, Gervase, gentleman, were bound in £800 
to Johnson. on 21 May 1606, a statute for 1,000 marks was registered by which 
Walter rudinge, of Westcotes, in st Mary’s parish, leicester, gentleman, and francis 
Presgrave, of the same place, gentleman, were bound to Johnson. another two years 
later, on 7 July 1608, edward harbotle, of egleton, rutland, gentleman, and his 
son and heir, Zachary, of hambledon, rutland, gentleman, entered into a statute to 
Johnson for £400. evidently, then, Johnson engaged initially in this credit market 
cautiously, employing the registration of obligations (statutes) at nottingham 
infrequently, at intervals, and restricting his credit to gentlemen, people of status 
and presumed creditworthiness, consistent with his own status, social networks and 
connections, so that these earlier statutes closely associated economic activity and 
social status, the economy embedded in society.10

from 1608, however, his engagement altered profoundly. he had recourse to 
registering his statutes at nottingham with increasing frequency, multiple times 
every year (fig. 1). indeed, the period of his greatest involvement coincided with 
the highest intensity of the registration of these special bonds before the Mayor and 
the clerk of the statutes. Between 1575 and 1642, 936 statute bonds were assured 
before the Mayor and clerk, a mean of 14 per annum (standard deviation 10.57) 
and median of 11.5. Between 1604 and 1620, however, 402 of these instruments 
were registered before the two officers, 42.9 per cent of all the bonds between 1575 
and 1642. Johnson’s bonds accounted for 29.6 per cent of those 402. 

at the same time, the composition of his debtors changed radically too, for they 
became predominantly yeomen, with some husbandmen and traders, although he 
continued to patronise gentlemen.11 The constant throughout, however, remained his 
engagement with rural society, in particular with holders of land. although a small 
number of traders featured in the statutes, they were often associated with a group 
of conusors (debtors) who were yeoman, and traders stood alone as the conusor 

10 nottinghamshire archives ca (= city archives) (hereafter just ca) 3380, p. 11, 3381, fo. 6v, 3383, 
fo. 5r. (‘Mayor’s books’). for the economy which was socially embedded, K. Polanyi, The Great 
Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of Our Time (Boston, Ma, 2001 edn; originally 
published 60 years previously); for an introduction to Polanyi’s notion of ‘embeddedness’, G. dale, 
Karl Polanyi (cambridge, 2010), pp. 188–206.

11 The data for Johnson have been extracted from: ca 3385–3395 (‘Mayor’s books’ and ‘hall books’, 
1604–20, but i have also examined all of these volumes from c.1575 to 1660, although there was a 
hiatus in 1643–5). The details of all the data can be examined at: <http://www.historicalresources.
myzen.co.uk/Bonds/statutes.html>
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only exceptionally, in a couple of statutes. This circumscription might have been 
again a consequence of the general nature of Johnson’s associations, generally more 
connected to rural society than urban, although he did negotiate with inhabitants 
of newark on Trent. The propensity to extend credit to rural landholders might, 
nonetheless, have ensued from Johnson’s interest in land as security and assurance, 
and the anticipation that in some cases, default might lead to his acquisition of 
land. Whatever his motivation (and see further below), his credit relationships were 
concentrated on rural society, predominantly ‘middling’ landholders, the yeomanry, 
although he remained content to continue his financial involvement with his social 

fig. 1. number of Johnson’s statutes registered at nottingham, 1604–20.

fig. 2. Total values (£s) in Johnson’s statutes, 1604–20.
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peers and superiors.12 on this last point, for example, statutes were entered into 
by Thomas Wigley of scraptoft, gentleman, for £400 in 1609, richard forster 
of lyndon, gentleman, for £600 in 1610, Matthew Gamlyn and his son and heir, 
John, both of spalding and both knights, for £1,400 in 1612, William Johnson of 
Uffington (lincolnshire), gentleman, for £2,000 in 1615, edmund hall, of Witham, 
esquire, for 1,000 marks in 1616, and Thomas Mackworthe, of normanton in 
rutland, for £600 in 1620.13

The highest amounts involved, unsurprisingly, those of gentle status, by 
comparison with the lower levels associated with the yeomanry, as illustrated in 
Table 2. 

The total obligation involved in the 119 statutes amounted to more than 
£22,000. Usually, the penal sum in bonds doubled the amount of the actual debt 
or principal, so that the statutes might represent at least £11,000 of actual credit 
extended by Johnson. in the case of statutes, however, the penal sum did not always 
equate to double the actual debt or obligation. The amount stated in the statute 
sometimes equalled exactly the actual amount owed (see below) rather than being 
a penal sum for the condition, so that the total value of Johnson’s statutes might 
well have exceeded £11,000 by some distance, succinct testimony to his wealth. it is 
possible too that some of the statutes did not represent debts, but other agreements. 
here is an additional complication. We can, nevertheless, be fairly certain that, by 
their nature, most of the transactions by Johnson did represent real encumbrances 
and debts as a result of loans extended by him. Where, after 1608, the clerk of the 
statutes annotated the registered statutes, we have information about the defeasances 
that is, the real conditions of the statutes which would annul the obligation.

in this regard, we have then the clerk’s memorandum on a statute from James 
hubberd, of frisby on the Wreake, leicestershire, husbandman to Johnson in 1610 
in £100: ‘this was delivered to hubberd himselfe by Mr lorringtons letter for none 
else came about ytt & ys for 50li lent as he saythe’ [so here, indeed, a penal sum].14 
The defeasance of the gentleman of somerby, William lister, in the same year was 
explained by the clerk: ‘onely lister himselfe was here & had ytt with him he sayd 
the defeazance was to pay 20li per annum for 9 yeares a halfe & he is to receive 
the cli on Monday next’ [presumably an instalment].15 ‘dawes himselfe onely came 
about ytt & had ytt away with him & sayd ytt was for 70li of borowed money & he 
is to pay 14li per annum for 10 yeares’ [which seems extraordinary on the surface]: 
such was the explanation by the clerk of the defeasance of the statute of Thomas 
dawes, of Waltham on the Wolds (leicestershire), yeoman in 1610, the statute 
drawn in £140.16 The condition of the statute for £160 from Thomas akers alias 
agard, another yeoman, of frisby on the Wreake (leicestershire), was explained by 
the clerk in 1610: ‘agard himselfe onely came about ytt & had ytt with him & sayd 

12 for the whole concept of ‘middling’ and ‘middle sort’, see now h. french, The Middle Sort of People 
in Provincial England 1600–1750 (oxford, 2007). 

13 ca 3385, p. 13, 3386, fo. 6r, 3387, p. 12, 3390, p. 18, 3392, p. 9, and 3394, fo. 7v.
14 ca 3385, p. 15.
15 ca 3385, p. 16.
16 ca 3385, p. 16.
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ytt was for the payment of 16li per annum for dyuers yeares.’17 The clerk recorded 
too, in the following year, the defeasance for the statute of edmund crowne, also a 
yeoman, of aslackby (lincolnshire), extending to £200: ‘no body here but crown 
himselfe & he had ytt away & sayd ytt was for 20li per annum for 10 yeares’.18 in 
that year too (1611), the defeasance was specified for a statute (in £80) from another 
yeoman, from Barkestone (leicestershire), robert Greene: ‘nescio le defeasance mes 
le dit Grene fuit hic solement et dixit quod fuit pour 8li per annum pour 10 ans 
& habuit le statut away’ [‘i don’t know the [conditions of] the defeasance but the 
said Grene was here alone and he said that it was for £8 p.a. for 10 years and he 
had the statute away’ – that is, Grene took the statute away with him].19 The £400 
in the statute, also in 1611, from William dixon, of rolleston in leicestershire, 
gentleman, and William Geast, of illston on the hill in the same county, yeoman, as 
dual conusors, had a similar condition for its redemption: ‘nescio le defeazance mes 
les parties conusors fuerunt hic solement & avoynt le statut & dixerunt quod fuit 
pour payment de 36li per annum pour 10 annis’ [‘i don’t know the defeasance but 
the conusor parties were here alone and had the statute and they said it was for the 
payment of £36 p.a. for 10 years’].20

The tenor of Johnson’s statutes was seemingly to extend credit to arrange 
annuities in the sense of annual repayments to him.21 The clerk’s other annotations 

17 ca 3385, p. 16. 
18 ca 3386, fo. 7v.
19 ca 3386, fo. 8r.
20 ca 3386, fo. 8r. 
21 d. hawkes, The Culture of Usury in Renaissance England (Basingstoke, 2010), p. 107, for 

contemporary recognition that annuities might disguise usury.

General status Number Composition

Gentle 32 1 baronet, 2 knights, 27 gentlemen, 2 esquires
‘Middling’ 202 7 clerks, 177 yeomen, 7 husbandmen, 11 trade 

(blacksmith, baker, dyer, tanners (2), smith, glovers 
(2), weaver, woollendraper, shoemaker)

note: the number of conusors (obligors) exceeds the number of statutes because some statutes involved 
groups of conusors, often two, frequently three, and occasionally four.

Table 1. The social composition of the conusors (bound to Johnson) in 
Johnson’s statutes, 1604–20

Status Number of 
statutes

Mean 
amount (£s)

Standard 
deviation

Minimum 
(£s)

Maximum 
(£s)

Median (£s)

all 119 190 257.23 20 2,000 110
Gentle 24 506 439.22 120 2,000 400
‘Middling’ 95 110 61.322 20 300 90

Table 2. descriptive statistics of the amounts involved in statutes to Johnson, 
1604–20
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about defeasances in Johnson’s statutes reinforce that conclusion: ‘the conusors 
were here with a note from Mr lorington & had ytt with them & sayd ytt was for an 
anuitie of 20li per annum for 10 yeares’; and ‘conusor was here alone & with Mr 
Johnsons letter & had ytt with him ytt seems to bee for an anuitie’.22 

in arranging all these transactions, Johnson himself, like many conusees, did not 
attend the registration of the statute at nottingham. evidently, only the conusors/
obligors appeared before the Mayor and his clerk, occasionally with a letter or 
note: ‘nescio le defeasance the conusors were here alone with a letter to me from Mr 
Johnson & they had ytt away with them’; ‘nescio le defeasance le conusor solement 
fuit icy ove [the conusor alone was here with] letter from the conusee & had ytt 
away with him’; ‘le conusor fuit hic solement [the conusor was here alone] with a 
letter from Mr Johnson & had ytt with him’; ‘they brought a note from Mr Johnson 
& hadd ytt away with them’; and ‘the conusor came with a note with him from Mr 
Johnson & had ytt away with him’.23 

in terms of the geographical distribution of Johnson’s conusors, these debtors 
were clustered in east leicestershire, south nottinghamshire, south lincolnshire and 
rutland, as might be expected from both the venue for the registration and Johnson’s 
own residence. some further comments can be made in further refinement (see fig. 
3). The distribution expanded incrementally, so that the obligors initially mainly 
inhabited Johnson’s own archdeaconry, in eastern leicestershire: Queniborough; 
frisby on the Wreake; scraptoft; somerby; Waltham on the Wolds; Burrough on the 
hill; Barkestone; rolleston and illston on the hill; saddington; stonesby; nether 
Broughton; and fleckney; so that, in the first score of statutes, only hickling, 
egleton, lyndon and aslackby were located outside the archdeaconry – and two 
of those were in the vicinity of north luffenham. all these places thus belonged to 
the ‘information field’ of Johnson’s office. a fundamental transformation occurred 
after 1611, however, as Johnson’s credit interests extended around newark on Trent 
and into lincolnshire. after 1611, 46 per cent of the conusors inhabited south 
lincolnshire, with concentrations in, for example, claypole and long Bennington, 
whilst 32 per cent were in south nottinghamshire, particularly in the Trent valley 
around newark. fewer than half a dozen resided in rutland. 

in a wider context, what can be elicited from Johnson’s credit transactions? in 
terms of capital accumulation and assets, we perceive one aspect of his activity: 
his investment in annuities through loans. he no doubt maintained diversity in 
his investments, between land and other, more liquid and fungible assets.24 land 
imparted social honour, so could not be ignored, but Johnson had already achieved 
that status, through his rectory, his marriages and lay tenancy.25 he continued, 
nonetheless, to balance his financial interests, at least once abrogating a financial 
transaction as he was engaged in purchasing more land, as the clerk of the statutes 

22 ca 3388, fos. 10v, 12v. 
23 ca 3388, fo. 10v, 3388, fo. 11r, 3391, p. 15.
24 for aspects of asset management, see K. Wrightson, Earthly Necessities: Economic Lives in Early 

Modern Britain (new haven and london, 2000), pp. 290–5.
25 all these aspects of social attitudes and ethos are encapsulated in K. Thomas, The Ends of Life: Roads 

to Fulfilment in Early Modern England (oxford, 2009).
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remarked: ‘Mr Johnson hath bought land & so can parte with no money as yet ideo 
istud statutum vacat [so he cancelled this statute] by deliueringe in the same to me 
xo februarii anno xijo whereupon they entered into a new statut this day to rich: 
Barker for 60li ut patet’; so that the group of three yeomen, William Bellymy and 
John Wood, both of claypole, and William hellywell of Tuxford, were disappointed 
by Johnson in 1615.26

The ability of Johnson to engage in these transactions depended on some 
‘liberalisation’ of financial ‘regulations’ between 1532 and 1624. our understanding 
of the organisation of credit in early-modern england, particularly ‘Tawney’s 
century’, 1540–1640, has been advanced radically by successive investigations by 

26 ca 3390, p. 17 (annotation in the left margin).

fig. 3. Places of habitation of debtors (conusors) in statutes (bonds) of Johnson as 
creditor (conusee), 1604–20.

note: the dots are proportionate to the number of debtors/conusors in each place.
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Brooks, champion and Muldrew. The tentative suggestion by Brooks that resort 
to central courts occurred to the detriment of local courts has been moderated by 
Muldrew, who has illustrated the continued vitality of those local institutions for 
personal actions, including debt litigation. although the role of specialties (written 
instruments) was examined for the central courts by Brooks, the predominant 
‘culture of credit’ in the provinces, according to Muldrew, continued to be 
dominated by ‘trust’ and ‘credit’ (social capital and economic creditworthiness), if 
not through those economic relationships embedded in social relations in quite the 
manner suggested by Polanyi.27 

The acceptance of a statutory rate of interest facilitated the extension of loans 
at interest. The usury acts of 1545 and 1571 (and later, 1624), which promulgated 
that rate, amounted to a not insubstantial fiduciary change in the sixteenth century 
which improved the liquidity and security of private financial transactions.28 By 
23 henry Viii c.6 (1532), statute merchant bonds became available to all types 
of creditors and debtors. hitherto, under the statutes of acton Burnell (1283) and 
de Mercatoribus (1285), this instrument had been restricted to the commercial 
arrangements of merchants. nottingham, like some other incorporated boroughs 
or towns with significant fairs, had acquired the privilege of registering statute 
merchant bonds, originally as an integral part of commercial activity. Through 
the extension of the statutes merchant in 1532, the borough developed into an 
institution for the administration of local credit arrangements for higher amounts. 
This local registration provided security which was enhanced by the statutory 
requirement that obligations not satisfied had to be certified into chancery by the 
Mayor.29 a memorandum of the certification was also entered in the local record. 
only a small proportion of the statutes was certified into chancery, so the locally 
registered statutes provide a much wider perspective than chancery inscriptions of 
the organisation of local credit for higher amounts of credit.

in the discussion above, we have tangentially touched on some of the motives 
for Johnson’s involvement in the local credit market. The strands were intertwined, 
inter-related and ambiguous, all financial, cultural and hegemonic. With regard to all 
the comments which follow, it is imperative to remember that the data derive from 
only one source and so the interpretive framework is tentative, even conditional. 

We can commence with reference to Johnson’s life-course. When, ostensibly in 
1604, he entered into this credit market, he had already exceeded his 60th year. he 

27 c. W. Brooks, Pettyfoggers and Vipers of the Commonwealth: The Lower Branch of the Legal 
Profession in Early Modern England (cambridge, 1986), pp. 96–101; c. Muldrew, The Economy of 
Obligation: The Culture of Credit and Social Relations in Early Modern England (Basingstoke, 1998), 
passim; W. a. champion, ‘litigation in the boroughs: the shrewsbury curia Parva, 1480–1730’, Legal 
History 15 (1994), pp. 201–22. for perceptions of worth and self-worth, a. shepard, ‘Poverty, labour, 
and the language of social description in early modern england’, Past and Present 201 (2008), pp. 
51–95; eadem and J. spicksley, ‘Worth, age, and social status in early modern england’, Economic 
History Review 2nd ser. 64 (2011), pp. 493–530.

28 n. Jones, God and the Moneylenders: Usury and Law in Early Modern England (oxford, 1989), 
pp. 160–3; d. Valenze, The Social Life of Money in the English Past (cambridge, 2006), pp. 97–8; 
hawkes, Culture of Usury; commencing with An Acte Agaynst Usurie (37 henry Viii, c.9), the first in 
a process which came to recognise the exaction of a standard rate of interest.

29  The national archives c241.
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apparently ceased these transactions about five years before his death, although he 
had already begun to moderate his involvement from about 1617, when his statutes 
registered at nottingham declined from 17 in 1616 to five in 1617, merely two in 
1618, and five in 1620. if these data accurately reflect his financial transactions, 
then they were concentrated in a particular stage in his life-course, old age, when 
he had excess capital, when annuities might seem appropriate to this stage in his 
life, and a considerable time after he had made his major capital (educational)  
expenditure. 

from this perspective of old age, he might have felt an even greater sensibility 
towards neighbourliness and also the christian duty of charity.30 To some extent, 
although not completely, neighbourliness might depend on who took the initiative 
for the transaction: whether the loan was beseeched by the conusors (borrowers) 
or advanced by Johnson (conusee, lender). We might even detect something of the 
‘culture’ of gift-exchange in his transactions.31 The exchange involved, perhaps, a 
beneficent transfer at a difficult time for the conusors, whilst the return was deferred.32

even so, there exist more cynical countervailing propositions.33 christian 
charity might have been infused with selective targets. Johnson’s extension of credit 
might have been directed to the spiritually like-minded, to those who voluntarily 
conformed to his own concept of religious observance. his provisions of credit 
might even have been more instrumental, as a ‘disciplinary’ measure to influence 
the religious attitudes of his debtors.34 extending those ideas about persuasion, the 
credit transactions might have allowed him to construct a ‘clientage’ over which he 
exercised influence, benign or otherwise.35

There is probably, in fact, no need to separate out and isolate any one intention 
or effect. all might have operated and applied simultaneously. rarely do we have 
a single and unambiguous motivation and that condition surely obtained in the 

30 K. Wrightson, ‘Mutualities and obligations: changing social relationships in early modern england’, 
Proceedings of the British Academy 139 (2006), pp. 157–94; idem, ‘The “decline of neighbourliness” 
revisited’, in n. Jones and d. Woolf, eds, Local Identities in Late Medieval and Early Modern England 
(Basingstoke, 2007), pp. 19–49.

31 i. Ben-amos. The Culture of Giving: Informal Support and Gift-Exchange in Early Modern England 
(cambridge, 2008), esp. pp. 195–272 on deference, symbolism of status and the Protestant imperative, 
bearing in mind that the transactions discussed in this paper were not ‘informal support’, but formal, 
written agreements and contracts (i.e. formal obligations, not reciprocity) which imposed conditions, 
but might still be regarded as extending assistance in times of need.

32 for how the infusion of exchange value/money does not necessarily completely erode the aspect of ‘gift’, 
l. hyde, The Gift: How the Creative Spirit Transforms the World (edinburgh, 2006 edn), pp. xiii–xv.

33 contemporary cynicism is exemplified in Thomas Middleton’s Michaelmas Term, in which Quomodo, 
with the collusion of his associates, attempts to divest Master easy, the essex gentleman, of his 
lands through a loan of money on bond, consummately contrived in act 2, scene 3: G. Taylor and 
J. lavagnino, eds, Thomas Middleton: The Collected Works (oxford, 2007), pp. 347–52. for 
contemporary opposition of ‘usury’ and charity, the former denying the latter, hawkes, Culture of 
Usury, pp. 22, 95.

34 Perhaps the best introduction to the impact of foucault on historical practice is by colin Jones and roy 
Porter, ‘introduction’ to iidem, eds, Reassessing Foucault: Power, Medicine and the Body (london, 
1994), pp. 1–16; see also G. danaher, T. schirato and J. Webb, Understanding Foucault (london, 
2000), pp. 74–5.

35 P. Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice, trans. r. nice (cambridge, 1992), pp. 126–8 (debt potentially as 
a form of ‘symbolic violence’ in some contexts; that is, within the remit of his chapter 8, ‘Modes of 
domination’, pp. 122–34).
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complex cosmology of early-modern actors. Most of the time, we conceive our own 
actions as benevolent, but in darker moments we suspect others of different motives. 
We fail to inspect closely our own subconscious imperatives, our favouritism, our 
desire to influence and persuade. our altruism is clouded by other emotions. We 
hope and expect that others will be so appreciative of our benevolence – large or 
small – that they will accord some credence to our attitudes and perhaps even be 
influenced by them.36 We exercise discretion in extending our financial assistance, 
to some rather than others. in making what are ostensibly beneficial transactions, 
some people within the same process organise their own financial affairs. Behind the 
cliché ‘mixed motives’ resides some (disquieting) resonance.37 

What seems more likely, nonetheless, is that Johnson had no previous relationship 
with these debtors. This situation can be deduced from the rôle which appears to 
have been played by an intermediary, Mr lorrington. first, this mediation must be 
described. When, in 1610, James hubberd, a husbandman of frisby (on the Wreake), 
entered into a statute at nottingham in £100 to Johnson, the statute clerk remarked: 
‘this was delivered to hubberd himselfe by Mr lorringtons letter for none else came 
about ytt & ys for 50li lent as he saythe’.38 in the following year, the yeoman, Peter 
Towers, became obliged to Johnson in a statute in £80, the clerk again recording: 
‘nescio le defeazance nullus fuit hic mes le conusor mesm qui port Mr lorringtons 
letter a moy’ (‘i know not the defeazance; no one was here other than the said 
conusor who brings to me Mr lorrington’s letter’).39 so, when two other yeoman, 
from Bottesford and orston, entered into a similar arrangement with Johnson in 
£100 in the same year, it was noted that ‘nescio defeasance mes les conusors fuerunt 
hic solement & tulerunt litteram a magistro lorington & habuerunt statutum cum 
eis’ (‘i know not the defeasance, but the conusors only were here and brought a 
letter from Mr lorrington and had the statute [away] with them’).40 The obligor 
of gentle status, richard Wythers, also brought lorrington’s letter to enter into a 
statute with Johnson in £200.41 When, moreover, two other yeomen entered into an 
obligation in £200 with Johnson, also in 1611, lorrington accompanied them to 
nottingham: ‘nescio le defeazance Mr lorrington was here with them’.42 lorrington 
also appeared with two conusors of gentle status from spalding who entered into 
a statute with Johnson in £1,400.43 By and large, however, lorrington sent yeomen 
or husbandmen with his letter to the Mayor and statute clerk to enter into bonds 

36 for the notion of ‘social capital’, adumbrated by robert Putnam for contemporary society, but 
increasingly refracted historically, M. Mcintosh, ‘The diversity of social capital in english communities, 
1300–1640 (with a glance at modern nigeria)’, in r. rotberg, ed., Patterns of Social Capital: Stability 
and Change in Historical Perspective (cambridge, 2001), pp. 121–52.

37 see, for example, W. Miller, Faking It (cambridge, 2003), pp. 9–30, 32.
38 ca 3385, p. 15.
39 ca 3386, fo. 7v.
40 ca 3387, p. 10.
41 ca 3387, p. 15 (1612): ‘nescio le defeasance mes le conusor fuit hic solement oue a letter from mr 

lorrington & had the statut away with him’.
42 ca 3387, p. 10.
43 ca 3387, p. 12 (1612): Matthew Gamlyn, of spalding, lincs, knight, and his son and heir, John, of 

spalding, kt.; ‘Mr lorrington was here with them & dixerunt that ytt was to performe an anuitie but 
quantum nescio’.
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with Johnson.44 Between 1611 and 1616, lorrington was involved in at least 15 (18 
per cent) of Johnson’s statutes, sending the conusors to nottingham to enter into 
the statutes with Johnson. The number should be assumed as a minimum, since the 
evidence is the perfunctory memoranda of the clerk of the statutes between 1611 
and 1616.

The identification of lorrington involves a little ambiguity, since there are several 
candidates. a contemporary who acted as a conusee or creditor, but only in 1612, 
was John lorrington, incumbent at saxby in leicestershire.45 since he was one 
of the clergy in Johnson’s archdeaconry, he remains a possibility. another clerical 
candidate is John lorington, incumbent at cranford, northamptonshire, outside 
Johnson’s own archdeaconry, but Johnson inhabited north luffenham within the 
archdeaconry of northampton.46 This John had married sarah, daughter of henry 
Trigge, gentleman of Melton Mowbray, redirecting the lineage back into Johnson’s 
officialdom. Perhaps we can dismiss him, however, because all the conusees sent 
by lorrington to nottingham inhabited north-east leicestershire and south-west 
lincolnshire (and a few from south-east nottinghamshire), a location with which he 
had become removed. Wherever, in fact, lorringtons are encountered, they seem to 
be concentrated in and around Melton Mowbray.47 The clerk of the statutes identified 
lorrington as of gentle status: as Magister (when composing in latin) and Master.48 

Perhaps the best prospect is John lorrington, merchant of Melton Mowbray, 
whose son, John, matriculated at st John’s college, cambridge, in 1645. That status 
suggests that he was addressed as Master. Perhaps the most confirmatory evidence is an 
arrangement made in June 1616.49 By this statute, Thos Wormwell, Melton Mowbray, 
mercer, became bound to nathaniel lacye, of Melton Mowbray, esquire, and Gregory 
Brokesbey, frisby on the Wreake, leicestershire, esquire, in £600, but the clerk of the 
statutes observed that ‘they came with a letter to me from Mr Jo: lorington’. 

There is then the possibility that lorrington was dispatching his own debtors 
or clients to nottingham to borrow from Johnson. We can perhaps discount the 

44 ca 3388, fo. 9 (1612) (two yeomen from long Bennington): ‘the conusors brought Mr loringtons 
letter & had ytt with them’; ca 3388, fo. 9v (1613) (two yeomen from Westborough): ‘Mr lorington 
sent them & they had ytt away’; ca 3388, fo. 10v (1613) (a blacksmith from long Bennington): 
‘the conusor was here alone and brought Mr loringtons letter & had with them’ [sic]; ca 3388, fo. 
10v (1613) (a yeoman from long Bennington and one from little dalby): ‘nescio le defeasance the 
conusors were here alone with a letter from Mr lorington to me & they had ytt away with them’; ca 
3388, fo. 11 (1613) (two husbandmen from Winkburn): ‘les conusors fuerunt hic alone with a letter 
from Mr lorington & had ytt with them’; ca 3388, fo. 12v (1613) (two yeomen from Burton on the 
Wolds): ‘the conusors were here with a note from Mr lorington & had ytt with them & sayd ytt was 
for an anuitie of 20li per annum for 10 yeares’; ca 3389, p. 12 (1613) (three yeomen from Bitchfield 
and corby [Glen]): ‘nescio le defeasance Mr lorington sent them & they had ytt away with them’; ca 
3389, p. 13 (1613) (two yeomen from cropwell Bishop): ‘the conusors were here alone with a note 
from Mr lorington & had ytt away with them’; ca 3391, p. 16 (1616) (yeomen from ragdale and 
sileby): ‘nescio le defeasance they brough a letter to me from Mr {loring} lorington & had ytt away 
with them’; ca 3391, p. 17 (1616) (yeomen from Barrow, Wymondham and Twyford): ‘they brought 
a note from Mr lorington & had ytt away with them’.

45 ca 3387, p. 14.
46 lincolnshire archives office reeve 1//12/1/6.
47 Based upon evidence in the international Genealogical index.
48 ca 3387, pp. 10, 15.
49 ca 3391, p. 15.
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notion that lorrington acted as Johnson’s formal agent, since lorrington evidently 
directed other conusors to nottingham to engage with conusees other than Johnson. 
lorrington sent yeomen to nottingham to enter obligations twice with richard 
Barker, another yeoman, of north luffenham, with William acrode, a clerk of 
chesterton in huntingdonshire, half a dozen times with William heane alias hayne, 
a gentleman of london, and with francis eldershaw, another yeoman of Keyworth.50 
What is equally interesting is that the clerk of the statutes recorded that lorrington 
sent the conusors ‘to me’. We can but speculate about the mechanism behind the 
arrangement of the statutes, but perhaps the clerk of the statutes had information 
about who was prepared to lend and made the arrangements accordingly, which is 
consistent with the presumption that in london ‘[t]his would normally be the role 
of the scrivener who made it his business to know which merchants had money 
to lend and which gentlemen were needy’, if at a different level of society and in a 
provincial context.51 

We know further that lorrington was not alone in directing yeomen and 
husbandmen to nottingham who became conusors of Johnson. William reynolds 
provided notes and letters for conusors and also intermittently accompanied 
them to nottingham; the memoranda by the statute clerk referred to his rôle in 
15 of Johnson’s statutes in 1614–16.52 indeed, the clerk recorded that one of the 
statutes was renewed because reynolds had lost the original in a ditch when he left 
nottingham with the conusors.53 More instructive is the participation of ambrose 
clarke, for it reveals something of the mechanism of bringing together debtor 
and creditor. in 1614, clarke, described as a yeoman of newark, jointly with a 
presumed relative, Thomas clarke, a dyer of the same town, became bound by a 
statute to Johnson in £120.54 Two years later, ambrose brought to nottingham 
two glovers and a weaver from newark to enter into a statute with Johnson.55 a 
little later in the same year, he sent notes with yeomen from Winthorpe and then 
a shoemaker and other yeomen from around newark for their entering into two 
statutes with Johnson.56 We might surmise then that clarke, aware through his own 
experience that Johnson was a regular lender of funds and arranged at least some of 
his credit transactions through the statute merchant at nottingham, introduced his 
acquaintances to this facility when they were in need.

To recapitulate, in the sixteenth century, some restrictions on financial 
transactions were ‘deregulated’ and ‘liberalised’, which assisted organisation of 
credit at higher levels, in terms of the amounts involved, including in the provinces 
and localities. The recognition of the institution of (naked) interest on loans through 
the establishment of a standard rate of interest facilitated the role of credit as another 
form of asset. The price of and return on this asset (credit) continued to exceed 

50 ca 3387, pp. 11, 15; 3388, ff. 8r–11v; 3389, p. 11 (basically in 1612–13).
51 T. leinwand, Theatre, Finance and Society in Early Modern England (cambridge, 1999), p. 45; 

hawkes, Culture of Usury, pp. 31–5, for brokers and scriveners in london.
52 ca 3389, pp. 13–15; 3390, pp. 17, 19; 3391, pp. 9–12; 3392, p. 8.
53 ca 3390, p. 16.
54 ca 3389, p. 13.
55 ca 3391, p. 11.
56 ca 3391, p. 13.
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the expected return on other assets, such as land, without the risk associated with 
commercial assets.57 That assurance was reinforced by the extension of the statute 
merchant to all categories of people, with the guarantee provided by registration 
at the licensed staple, here nottingham, and, on default of the conditions for the 
credit (defeasance), certification into chancery. robert Johnson is illustrative of the 
sort of affluent creditor who took advantage of these changes, which resulted, as 
is so often the historical case, through a ‘law’ of unintended consequences. Very 
grand narratives have been suggested for the transitions of the late sixteenth and 
early seventeenth centuries: ‘… an historical transition, at once epistemological, 
ideological, and material, from what has been variously rendered as status to 
contract, from sacred to secular, ascription to achievement, finite to open, fixed 
to contingent, use to exchange, bounty to profit, feudal to (nascent) capitalist’.58 
Whether those transformations occurred, it seems likely that there was increasing 
liquidity in finance facilitated by two particular changes of which archdeacon 
Johnson availed himself. 

57 c. clay, ‘The price of freehold land in the later seventeenth and eighteenth centuries’, Economic 
History Review 2nd ser. xxvii (1974), pp. 173–89, also reflects back on the earlier price of land (as 
the ‘number of years purchase’). for a contemporary comment that merchants lower their risk from 
commerce to usury, hawkes, Culture of Usury, p. 104 (citing Thomas culpepper, A Tract Against 
Usury of 1621).

58 leinwand, Theatre, Finance and Society, p. 1, citing a large literature. leinwand himself projects an 
image of colossal disruption through his chapter headings alluding to ‘credit crunch’, ‘debt restructuring’ 
and ‘venture capital’, which some may consider anachronistic, but which also perhaps credibly implies 
a ‘financialization of everyday life’ which was, if not entirely novel, at least heightened: r. Martin, 
Financialization of Daily Live (Philadelphia, 2002), especially pp. 16–17, for the consideration of how 
finance engenders ‘spectacle’. in the early-modern scene, that ‘spectacle’ was performed on the stage, 
for which, leinwand, Theatre, Finance and Society (and compare the recent equivalence in ‘enron’). 
for the wider contemporary literature, combining stage, treatises and tracts, see now hawkes, Culture 
of Usury.
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Last things considered by 
robert Johnson, archdeacon 

of Leicester, 1625
Dave Postles

robert Johnson, rector of north Luffenham, and from 1591 archdeacon of Leicester, 
accumulated an extraordinary estate, through marriages and investments. in the 
months before his death in July 1625 he was occupied in – even preoccupied by – 
making arrangements for the distribution of this wealth. confronted by competing 
demands of family and augmenting his educational establishments, as well as 
making customary provision for the local poor, between april and July he not only 
composed his will but instructed three codicils. the contexts of those decisions are 
worked through here.

for most early-modern people, ordering one’s affairs at the end of life was 
relatively uncomplicated: the personal estate was modest, custom directed the 
transfer of customary tenures such as copyhold, and the rules of inheritance 
governed the succession to free tenure.1 for the social elite, nonetheless, these 
final arrangements remained complicated, although the influence of calvinism 
had transformed the parameters. collective intercession became unnecessary 
as Predestinarianism replaced uncertainty of redemption. the impetus for 
commemoration remained strong, however: ‘posthumous fame’ and ‘the quest 
for immortality’ which counterbalanced the transcendental with the immanent, 
heavenly seat with a continuous place on earth.2 although good works were no 
longer requisite for salvation, the impulse to ensure constant commemoration of 
social role and position after death exercised the mind, during life, but especially 
at its end.3 the emphasis was perhaps less now on the late-medieval lineage, but 
on the individual.4 the compunction now was to endow educational institutions 
rather than purely religious ones. the two could not, of course, be differentiated, 
since education and religion were still inexorably intertwined.5 in the case of 
Johnson, a cleric, moreover, his motive for educational endowments was to 
improve the clergy. nor was endowment of educational institutions entirely novel, 
for their establishment featured strongly in the later middle ages. the process was 

1 except in times of acute crisis: Keith Wrightson, Ralph Tailor’s Summer: A Scrivener, his City and the 
Plague (new haven, 2011), pp. 87–97. in general, ralph houlbrooke, Death, Religion and the Family 
in England 1480–1750 (oxford, 1998), pp. 81–146.

2 Keith thomas, The Ends of Life: Roads to Fulfilment in Early Modern England (oxford, 2009), pp. 
235–62.

3 ilana Krausman ben-amos, ‘the charitable gift’, in ben-amos, The Culture of Giving: Informal 
Support and Gift-Exchange in Early Modern England (cambridge, 2008), pp. 113–42.

4 clare gittings, Death, Burial and the Individual in Early Modern England (London, 1984), although 
the distinction should be nuanced. 

5 John seed, ‘“secular” and “religious”: historical perspectives’, Social History 39 (2014), pp. 3–13.
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accelerated during the later sixteenth century, however, especially the foundation of 
grammar schools.6

such is the context in which robert Johnson devoted his time in the last months 
of his life to put his affairs in order.7 as much as religious and secular affairs can be 
distinguished, the intention here is to elucidate the protracted nature of Johnson’s 
ordering of his final affairs and the consequent complications for a person of 
his status, with particular attention to its local as well as its wider context. the 
appendix contains a full transcription of the will and codicils of Johnson made in 
the last months of his life. 

robert Johnson was interred at north Luffenham on 24 July 1625, the day 
after his death.8 his final wife, Margaret (née Wheeler), whom he had married on 
14 May 1599, died in 1616.9 Johnson’s only son, abraham, was baptised in 1577 
and survived his father.10 the familial constraints seem superficially to be fairly 
straightforward.

in fact, Johnson amended his will three times through three codicils. having 
produced his will on 2 april, Johnson issued codicils on 16 June, 10 July and 14 
July. there was an intermission of a couple of months between the will and the first 
codicil, but the codicils appeared in swift succession – three within a month. in his 
will, Johnson’s intention was to distribute bounties widely through legacies. three 
constituencies were involved: satisfaction for his family (and friends); benefactions 
to the local poor; and residual provisions for the personnel of his educational 
foundations. 

in the first category, he provided for a legacy of £100 to his son, abraham, 
and £20 to abraham’s wife. to seven of his grandchildren, he bequeathed to each 
£20, 10 ewes with their lambs, a cow with its calf, a sow and its farrow, a mare, 
a foal, and a bedstead with its feather bed. the intention was, however, to bar 
these beneficiaries from any further claim upon his estate, to which end specific 
provisions were incorporated at the end of the will. Whilst he appointed abraham 
one of the two overseers, he invoked as one of his two executors his grandchild, 
isaac. Johnson’s objective was, then, to satisfy the obligations to his family, but to 
limit them; to place some trust in his son, but more in his grandson. his esteem for 

6 the proposition about grammar schools was first advanced by Joan simon, Education and Society in 
Tudor England (cambridge, 1966). incorporating the universities and inns of court, the thesis was 
elevated by Laurence stone, ‘the educational revolution in england, 1560–1640’, Past and Present 
28 (1964), pp. 41–80. it has since been moderated somewhat. for overviews, see helen M. Jewell, 
Education in Early Modern England (basingstoke, 1998); r. a. houston, Literacy in Early Modern 
Europe: Culture and Education 1500–1800 (harlow, 1988); david cressy, Literacy and the Social 
Order: Reading and Writing in Tudor and Stuart England (cambridge, 1980).

7 Johnson’s career is effectively summarised by c. s. Knighton, ‘Johnson, robert (1540/41–1625)’, 
Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (oxford, 2004): online edn, January 2008 <http://www.
oxforddnb.com/view/article/14913>, accessed 4 May 2014. see c. r. bingham, Our Founder: Some 
Account of Archdeacon Johnson (oakham, 1884); i have transcribed directly from the original will 
which is the national archives Prob/11/147, fos 234r–236r.

8 The Registers of North Luffenham in the County of Rutland, 1572–1812, ed. by the reverend Philip 
gretton, b.d. (London: the Parish register society, 1896) [but the baptisms and marriages extend 
back to 1565), p. 64.

9 Registers of North Luffenham, pp. 48, 63.
10 Registers of North Luffenham, p. 2.
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his grandson perhaps derived from isaac’s marriage to arbella, daughter of thomas, 
earl of Lincoln; on their marriage in 1623, Johnson had settled on them the manor 
of clipsham, which abraham’s family inhabited. (in 1630, isaac ventured to the 
bay colony with Winthrop, where he died in the same year, the wealthiest in the 
colony.)11 Various small tokens were to be delivered by the executors of the will to 
his wider kinship and friends as symbolic gestures. 

in the second category, Johnson acquitted his obligations to local society and 
for the local perpetuation of his memory through bequests to the local poor and 
indigent. four poor women were commissioned at £4 each to care for the poor in 
Johnson’s re-founded hospital. for the stock of his parish, he donated £5. another 
£5 he committed for the marriage of poor maids. he provided for the apprenticeship 
of 20 poor boys with £20. through a legacy to the rectory of his parish, he made 
allowance for a livery of barley to the poor. 

in the final category, Johnson made further marginal provision for the personnel 
of his educational foundations and small benefactions for new projects. Johnson 
had (re-)established the schools at oakham and Uppingham with a hospital for two 
dozen poor people in 1584, which received Letters Patent in 1587. by his will, he 
made legacies to 60 of his poor scholars and an allowance to the governors of the 
schools. substantial salaries were provided for the head schoolmasters (each £24 
p.a.) and ushers (each £12 p.a.) of these institutions.12 these additions to his (re-)
endowments were not insubstantial, but incremental. addressing his alma mater, 
he assigned an annuity of £200 (issuing out of lands in Lincolnshire) to sustain five 
divinity scholarships at each of sidney sussex, st John’s and emmanuel colleges 
and clare hall, the students to be selected for four-year terms by the heads and four 
senior fellows in each institution.

the three codicils then revised and amended the provisions for his educational 
establishments. the first codicil addressed the institutions in rutland. the preamble 
professed that he has ‘made noe provision for my twoe free grammar schoole [sic] 
and hospitalls in okeham and Uppingham’. the meaning here is that he had not 
endowed further the institutions rather than the personnel. he accordingly confirmed 
to the two schools and hospitals lands and revenues in oakham and Uppingham. 
the second codicil permitted his executors a year and a half to complete these 
arrangements.

the final codicil, composed just over a week before his death, refined the 
management of the annuity of £200. by the amendment, £100 was directed to the 
support of four scholarships in each of the four institutions, with preference for those 
educated at his two schools in rutland. the remaining £100 was now diverted to his 
seven grandchildren, on the condition that abraham bar himself from any benefit. 
should abraham default on this understanding, isaac would be the sole beneficiary.

Johnson’s dilemma consisted of reconciling familial expectations and his 
educational objectives. the former was compounded by his three marriages, 

11 Dictionary of National Biography (London, 1885–1900), s.v. Johnson, isaac.
12 for comparative school salaries, see david cressy, ‘a drudgery of schoolmasters: the teaching 

profession in elizabethan and stuart england’, in The Professions in Early Modern England, ed. 
Wilfred Prest (London, 1987), pp. 145–7.
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through the first two of which he had acquired some of his wealth and which, 
through investments, he immensely expanded. his son, abraham, was conceived by 
his second wife, who died in 1598. a third marriage inserted some distance.

one final point is worth mentioning: Johnson’s will and codicils were attested by 
neighbours. although from ‘core’ families (Winge, fesant, dafte), these neighbours 
were not from the parish elite.13 these kinships were ‘core’ only in the sense that 
they ramified in the parish. in fact, they did not extend back a hundred years, for 
none existed in the parish in the 1524–5 lay subsidy. these kinship groups had 
arrived towards the middle of the sixteenth century.14 their presence may have 
reflected religious sensitivity, refracted in the old testament forenames prevalent in 
the parish, such as Zachary, daniel, samuel, abraham and others.15

the will and codicils of robert Johnson, rector of north Luffenham and archdeacon 
of Leicester, april–July 1625
the national archives (formerly the Public record office), London, Prob/11/147, 
fos 234r–236r (crown copyright, by permission of the national archives)

T[estamentum] roberti Johnson16

In the name of God Amen: The second daye of aprill in the yeare of oure Lorde 
god accordinge to the computacion of the church of england one thowsand six 
hundred twenty and five i Robert Johnson of northe Luffenham within the county 
of rutland and diocesse of Peterboroughe aged and infirme in body but stronge in 
mynde and perfect in remembrance doe willingly and with a free harte render and 
giue againe into the handes of my Lorde god and creator my spiritt which he of his 
fatherly goodnes gave unto me when he firste fashioned me in my Mothers Wombe 
makinge me a liveinge and reasonable creature nothinge doubtinge but that for his 
infinite mercies sake throughe the precious blood of his dearlie beloved sonne Jhesus 
christe oure only savioure & redeemer he will receive my soule into his glorye and 
place it in the company of his heavenly angells & blessed sainctes and as 
concerninge my body even with a good will & a free harte i giue it over commendinge 
to earthe whereof it came nothinge doubtinge but accordinge to the article of my 
faithe at the greate daye of the generall resurreccion when wee shall appeare before 

13 for the significance of ‘core’ or ‘focal’ families, see Societies, Cultures and Kinship, 1580–1850: 
Cultural Provinces and English Local History, ed. and introduced by charles Phythian-adams 
(London, 1993), passim; these families must be distinguished from ‘the middling sort’, most recently 
elucidated by henry r. french, The Middle Sort of People in Provincial England 1600–1750 (oxford, 
2007). the former were genealogically extensive and longevious, the latter the most affluent and local 
office-holders.

14 Tudor Rutland: The County Community Under Henry VIII, ed. Julian cornwall (rutland record 
series 1, 1980), p. 88; Registers of North Luffenham, pp. 58–64 (burials). none of the families were 
churchwardens. the dafte kinship in particular expanded from 1573, but almost disappeared after 
1636.

15 Registers of North Luffenham: baptisms from 1572. the other names comprise ezekial, isaac, 
nathaniel, obediah, Joshua, benjamin, solomon, rebecca, hester. there are few hortatory names 
such as repent and obedience. see scott smith-bannister, Names and Naming Patterns in England 
1538–1700 (oxford, 1997), pp. 164–82.

16 in the right margin.
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the Judgement seate of christe i shall receive the same againe by the mighty power 
of god where-with he is able to subdue all thinges to himself not a corruptible 
mortall weake & vyle body as it is nowe but an incorruptible <mor>17 immortall 
stronge and perfect body in all poyntes and as concer-ninge my worldly goodes and 
estate which the Lorde hathe lent me i dispose thereof in manner & forme followinge 
inprimis to my sonne abraham Johnson i give and bequeathe one hundred pounds 
item to his wief that nowe is i give twenty poundes item to fower Poore women to 
looke to the Poore hospitall people i give fower poundes per annum item to 
threescore of my Poore schollers i giue twelve pence a peece to buye them Paper 
item to buye bybles with the Psalmes in meeter for Poore religious menn i give tenn 
pooundes item to the inhabitance of crowland towardes the trayninge up their 
Poore children in Learninge i give thirtye poundes & my chronicle of ingulfus 
item to the Poore of Woodson standgrounde & fassett i give five pounds item to 
the Poore of northe Luffenham for a perpetuall stocke i give five poundes item 
towardes the marriage of twenty poore Maydes †[i give xs. a peece]18 item towardes 
the placeinge of twenty Poore boyes to be apprentices i give twenty shillinges a 
peece item to buye poore Prisoners hillinges & coverlettes i give three poundes six 
shillinges eighte pence item to the governours of my schooles in rutland and 
thereaboutes i give twenty shillinges a peece item i will that my executors doe not 
exceed above twenty poundes in charges at my funerall item i give five poundes to 
be bestowed in gloves amongest my honest frendes item to eache of my supervisors 
i giue twenty shillinges a peece item to my cosyn nathaniell Lacye, clement 
tookye, and to theire wiefes i giue tenn shillinges a peece item to eache of my 
brothers children i give five marckes item i give to younge seaton which is nowe at 
cambridge there a studient twenty shillinges item to Mistris rastell, Mistris 
banister, goodwife bosden, Mistris fassett and younge edwarde overton i give 
twenty shillinges a peece item to richard barker i give fourtie shillinges item to his 
daughter susan i give twoe ewes and twoe Lambes item to his nowe wief i confirme 
unto her her annuytie at Winge and i further giue her a coverlett for a bedd & 
tenn poundes in monye item to richard butcher my servaunte i give and bequeathe 
tenn poundes in monye item to younge John dafte i give twenty shillinges item to 
everye one of the rest of my servauntes which nowe dwell with me i give to eache of 
them an eawe & a Lambe item i give the barne which i bowghte of hammon with 
the grounde adioyninge to the same to the Parson of northe Luffenham foreuer for 
the tyme beinge condicionallye that he shall therfore for ever yearelie giue & 
bestowe at the feaste of st thomas the apostle twelve peckes of good and sweete 
barlye amongste Poore of the sayd towne Provided alwayes that yf he fayle therein 
in manner and forme as aforesayd that then the supervisors for the Poore of the 
same towne shall take the sayd barne & peece of grounde into theire owne 
possession and houlde the same to the use of the sayd Poore payeinge to them 
therfore twelve peckes of barlye as aforesayd item to Mistris tookye i give a peece 
of goulde of twenty & twoe shillinges item to my cosyn Lorrington and his wief i 

17 cancelled.
18 added in the right margin.
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give to eache of them twoe & twenty shillinges item to sir John Lambe and Master 
amye i giue to eache of them twoe & twentye shill[inges] condicionallye/ [fo. 234v] 
condicionallie that they shall at all tymes use theire best endeavoures & advice 
towardes my executors concerninge the Probate of this my last Will and testament 
item to John caue of deepinge i give fourtye shillinges. item i giue to eache of my 
twoe hospitalles for a perpetuall stock tenn poundes item to the oulde hospitall i 
further give fourtye shillinges item i will that eache of my head schoolemasters 
have twenty & fower poundes per annum payde unto them and eache of the Usshers 
twelve pounds per annum item i giue to suche which nowe teache at my charge in 
stamford Ketton & southe Luffenham tenn shillinges a peece. item i give further 
towardes the teachinge of Poore children five poundes to be ymployed by the 
discreacion of my executors item i give to <the>19 <twoe>20 poore weomen to teache 
Poore children to knytte Jersye tenn shillinges a peece item i give to Master John 
butler of okham five marckes per annum for his paynes in gatheringe up the 
revennewes of the schooles & hospitalles. item i giue to eache of my graundchildren 
which my sonne abraham Johnson hathe by his nowe wief (namelye) samuell, 
ezechiell, daniell, elizabeth James nathaniell, and frauncis, to eache one of these 
(as my father did to me) i giue unto them twenty poundes a peece and further i giue 
and bequeathe to eache one of them the sayd children tenn eawes, & tenn Lambes, 
a cowe, and a calfe, a sowe, and six Pigges, a Mare, and a foale with a bedstead 
and a featherbed, with all thereto belonginge. item i will that the annuytie which i 
have bowghte of Master William harrington yssuyinge oute of his Landes within 
tofte, Lounde, and Manthorpe in the countye of Lincoln’ (videlicet) twoe hundred 
poundes per annum foreuer shalbe ymployed to good uses (namelie) to certaine 
studentes in sydney colledge, st Johnns emanuell, and clare hall, to five studentes 
in eache one of them foreuer the sayd studentes to be chosen by the Master and 
fower of the senior fellowes in eache one of the sayd colledges everie fower yeares 
and soe to be elected from fower yeare to fower yeares forever. and i will that all 
the sayd studentes shalbe only suche which studdy divinitie diligent hearers of 
sermons and skilfull in the hebrewe, greeke, and Lattyn toungues. that soe they 
maye serve god in churche, and commonwealth. item for the better securinge of 
my executors from all suites, debates, and quarrelles, which maye after my decease 
be broughte againste them by him my sayd sonne abraham Johnson my Will is that 
neither he the sayd abraham Johnson nor his sayd wief that nowe is nor any of his 
sayd seaven children shall have or receive any parte or parcell of any of the Legacies, 
guyftes, grauntes or bequeathes aforesayd by these presentes to them or to any of 
them given graunted or bequeathed untill suche tyme as he my sayd sonne abraham 
Johnson shall seale and deliuer a sufficient general acquittauns release or discharge, 
in Wrightinge under his hand & sealle to the use of my executors in full discharge 
and release of all debtes, dues, dueties, promises, pretences of promises, articles, 
contractes, grauntes, or agreamentes, Whatsoeuer made heretofore betwixte me 
and him or to his use or pretended to be made betwixte me and him or to or for his 

19 cancelled.
20 superscript.
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use from the begynnynge of the Worlde to the daye of my decease and if he my sayd 
sonne abraham Johnson shall after my decease trouble, vexe, molest, sue, or 
ympleade, or cause to be troubled, vexed sued or ympleaded my executor or 
executors or shall refuse to sealle & deliver suche generall acquittance discharge or 
release (as aforesayd) then my Will is that then neither he the sayd abraham 
Johnson nor his sayd wief nor any of his sayd seaven children shall have or receive 
any benefitt at all by the aforesayd guiftes or bequeathes only then i give unto him 
the sayd abraham Johnson for a childes parte fourtye shillinges and to his sayd 
wief twenty shillinges and to eache one of his sayd seaven children tenn shillinges 
a peece, and noe more (any thinge, guifte, graunte or bequeathe heretofore given, 
graunted, or bequeathed on any Wise by these presentes notwithstandinge item i 
will that all & singuler my Landes, tenementes, and hereditamentes in glenfeild in 
the county of Leicester with the appurtenaunces shalbe soulde by my executors 
after my decease towardes the payment of my debtes and Legacies. item i doe by 
these presentes constitute and appoynte my loveinge brother doctor chatterton of 
cambridge and my sonne abraham Johnson overseers of this my last Will and 
testament and i doe by these presentes make, ordeyne, constitute, and appoynte for 
my executors of this my last will/ [fo. 235r] last Will and testament my loveinge 
graundchilde isaack Johnson and my trustye and welbelove freind John butler of 
okeham gent’ and i giue to the sayd John butler five markes per annum for five 
yeares next after my decease in regarde he the sayd John butler shall not clayme 
have or challendge by vertue of this executorshippe any further righte tytle or 
interest to his proper use in any parte or parcell of my Landes goodes or chattells or 
in any parte of my estate whatsoeuer item i doe revoke annihilate and make voyde 
all former wills and testamentes whatsoeuer (excepte these presentes) and only this 
i doe ratifie establishe & confirme and suche codicills as i shall or maye hereafter 
happen to annexe to the same in wittnes whereof i have hereunto sett my hand and 
seale ‡<Robert Johnson signed & sealled in the presence of us John dafte William 
fesant Zacharie fesant Vincent Winge>21 be it knowne to all menn by these presentes 
that whereas i robert Johnson of <northe>22 Luffenham in the county of rutland 
clerke have made my last will and testament in wrytinge bearinge date the second 
daye of aprill 1625 nowe for asmuche as in my sayd last Will and testament i have 
made noe provision for my twoe free grammar schoole23 and hospitalls in okeham 
and Uppingham in the sayd countye of rutland by establishinge & setlinge all and 
singuler those Messuadges Landes tenementes and hereditamentes with all and 
singuler theire and everye of theire appurtenaunces scituate and beinge in the sayd 
townes of okham and Uppingham which i latelye bowghte and purchased of 
seuerall persons to me my heirs and assignes foreuer as by the deedes of sale thereof 
more particulerlye appeareth nowe knowe yee that i the sayd robert Johnson for 
divers good causes & consideracions me thereunto movinge have foreuer given 
graunted & bequeathed & by these presentes doe foreuer give graunte and bequeathe 
infeoffe and confirme all and singuler these Messuages Landes tenementes & 

21 in the right margin.
22 superscript.
23 Ms sic.
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hereditamentes with all and singuler theire and euerye of theire appirtenaunces 
scituate and beinge in the sayd townes of okham and Uppingham aforesayd unto 
the governors of those my sayd free grammar schooles and hospitalls and theire 
successors to have and to houlde all and singuler the foresayd premisses to them the 
sayd governors and theire successors foreuer accordinge to suche uses intentes and 
purposes as all other those impropriacions which i latelie purchased of the late 
Queene elizabeth of famous memorie to and for the perpetuall mayntenaunce of 
those my twoe free grammar schooles & hospitalls in okham and Uppingham 
aforesayd as by her graces Lettres Patentes bearinge date at Westminster the []24 in 
the []25 yeare of hir Majesties raigne more particulerlye appeareth and to noe other 
use intent or purpose whatsoeuer exceptinge and surprised oute of this presente 
graunte for and duringe the terme hereafter by these presentes expressed and for 
and under the rentes hereafter by and in these presentes declared unto roger 
hubbard of okham aforesayd baker her26 heires executors administrators or 
assignes all suche yeardes or backsydes with all howses hovells edifices and 
buyldinges there uppon with all and singuler theire and euery of theire appurtenaunces 
with free ingresse egresse & regresse to and from the sayd premisses which are nowe 
in the tenure and occupacion of him the sayd roger hubbard his assignee or assignes 
and parcell of the Land by these presentes give27 graunted infeoffed bequeathed and 
confirmed as aforesayd to have and to houlde the sayd yeard or backsyde houses, 
hovelles, edifices and buyldinges with all and singuler theire and everye of theire 
appurtenaunces <for>28 (as the same are nowe in the use or occupacion of him the 
sayd roger hubbard & neere adioyninge to the nowe dwellinge howse of him the 
sayd roger hubbart in okham aforesayd) unto him the sayd roger hubbard his 
heires executors administrators or assignes for & duringe the full ende and terme of 
twenty and one yeare from the daye of the date hereof next ensuinge and fullye to 
be compleate & ended he the sayd roger hubbart his heires executors administrators 
or assignes payenge therfore yearlie and everie yeare duringe the terme of one and 
twenty yeare aforesayd unto the common receivour for the tyme beinge appoynted 
for the receipte of the revenewes of the sayd twoe free grammar schooles & <o>29 
hospitall in okeham and Uppingham aforesayd and to the use of the Poore menn of 
the hospitall of christe in okham aforesayd the full and iuist somme of five 
shillinges of lawfull englishe mony at twoe usuall feastes or tymes in the yeare 
(that is to saye) at the feaste of st Michaell the archangell and the annunciacion of 
the blessed Virgin st Marye by even and equall portions the firste payment thereof 
to begynne at the feaste of st Michaell the archangell next comynge after my 
decease in wittnes whereof i have to this presente codicill sett subscribed my name/ 
[fo. 235v] name and sett my seale the sixtenth daye of June 1625 Robert Johnson 
signed sealed and published in the presence of us allen boydin John daft the 

24 Ms blank.
25 Ms blank.
26 Ms sic.
27 Ms sic.
28 cancelled.
29 cancelled.
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younger/30 Be it knowne unto all menn by these presentes that whereas i robert 
Johnson of northe Luffenham in the county of rutland clerk &c have made my 
last Will and testament in Wrytinge bearinge date the second daye of aprill in the 
yeare of our Lorde god 1625 and whereas by my sayd last Will and testament i 
have given graunted and bequeathed divers and sundrye Legacies to divers and 
sundrye persons as in and by the sayd Will more particulerlye appeareth and have 
not therein expressed and sett downe in what tyme after my decease the sayd 
Legacies shalbe payde by my executors nowe knowe yee that my will is that my 
executors shall have one whole yeare and sixe monethes tyme to be fully compleate 
and ended after my decease for the payenge and satisfienge of all and singuler the 
sayd Legacies in my sayd Will given graunted and bequeathed and that this codicill 
<and>31 or schedule and all other codicills <and>32 or33 schedules heretofore 
subscribed with my hand and sealed with my seale shalbe adiudged and taken to be 
parcell of my last Will and to be of force by the righte of a codicill or by any other 
righte in the best manner that may be and as concerninge all other thinges in my 
sayd last Will mencioned (other then suche as by the seuerall codicills or schedules 
to the same affixed are otherwise disposed of) i doe by this present codicill confirme 
and ratifie the sayd last Will and testament in wittnes whereof to this present 
codicill i have subscribed my name and sett my seale the tenthe daye of Julye 1625 
Robert Johnson signed sealled and published in the presence of us thomas White 
Jeremie Whittaker/34 Be it knowne unto all menn by these presents that whereas i 
robert Johnson of north Luffenham in the county of rutland clerke &c have 
made my last Will and testament in wrightinge bearinge date the second daye of 
aprill 1625 and whereas by the sayd Will i have given all that perpetuall annuytye 
of twoe hundred poundes per annum which i latelye bowghte of William harrington 
of Witham in the county of Lincoln’ esquier yssuynge oute of the Landes in Witham 
tauft Lound and Manthorp <bridge>35 in the sayd county of Lincoln to five 
studentes to be chosen oute of fower colledges in cambridge (namelye) oute of 
sydney colledge, st Johnns colledge, emanuell colledge, and clare hall’, the sayd 
election or choyce to be made by the Master & fower of the senior fellowes of 
eache of the sayd colledges everye fowerth yeare and soe from fower yeare to fower 
yeares to be elected foreuer as in and by the fowrthe page of my sayd last Will and 
testament it more at large appeareth nowe knowe yee that for divers good causes 
and consideracions me thereunto movinge i have somewhat altered my Will in that 
poynte and doe by these presentes declare & publishe my Will nowe to be in manner 
and forme followinge (that is to saye) my will is that one hundred poundes of the 
sayd annuytye of twoe hundred poundes shalbe forever distributed and equallye 
devided from fower yeare to fower yeare foreuer <unto fower>36 unto fower 

30 Virgule to indicate the end of the first codicil.
31 cancelled.
32 cancelled.
33 superscript.
34 Virgule indicating the end of the codicil.
35 cancelled.
36 cancelled.
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studentes in eache of one37 of the sayd colledges in the whole amongste sixtene to 
be chosen by the Master and fower of the senior fellowes of eache one of the sayd 
colledges and at everye fower yeares end newe to be elected in theire rowme for 
the space of one whole yeare at the leaste last past before theire admission into the 
sayd colledges beene educated in either of my twoe <free>38 grammar schooles of 
okham & Uppingham in the sayd county of rutland that are good schollers of 
honest conversacion and stande in neede of maytenaunce that they shalbe preferred 
to the sayd exhibicion rather then any others and my will is that the other hundred 
poundes of the sayd annuytye of twoe hundred poundes per annum for ever shalbe 
equallye devided foreuer amongste the seaven children which my my39 sonne 
abraham Johnson hathe by elizabeth his nowe wief (namelye) samuell, ezechiell, 
daniell, elizabeth, James nathaniell and frauncys and to theire heires and assignes 
foreuer and if any of the sayd seaven children shall happen to dye before suche 
tyme as they have any heire of his or hir body lawfully begotten then my will is that 
the parte of him or her soe dyenge shalbe equally devided forever amongste the 
survivors or or theire heires and if they all happen to dye withoute heires of theire 
bodyes lawfullye begotten then my will is the same somme of one hundred poundes 
per annum shall bee and remayne to the use of my nexte heire male foreuer Provided 
allwayes that my sayd sonn abraham Johnson shall seale and deliuer suche generall 
release or discharge to my executors as in the sayd fourth Page of my sayd Will is 
expressed and declared before suche tyme as any of the sayd seaven/ [fo. 236r] 
seaven children shall have <or>40 receive any parte or porcion of the sayd somme of 
one hundred pounds and in defaulte of suche release or discharge the sayd somme 
of one hundred poundes per annum thus given amongste the sayd seaven children 
to be and remayne foreuer to the use of isaack Johnson my graundchilde his heires 
and assignes in wittnes whereof i haue to this presente codicill subscribed my name 
and sette my seale the fowerteenth daye of Julye 1625 signed sealed and published 
in the presence of us Jonathan Tongue John clarke Jeremie Whittaker richard 
butcher anne touque Robert Johnson

The will and three codicils were proved on 21 November 1625. 

37 Ms sic.
38 superscript.
39 Ms sic.
40 superscript.
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WITH THE BEST WILL IN THE
WORLD OR WHERE THERE’S
A WILL, IS THERE A WAY?

Dave Postles

Although testamentary evidence has been used to consider numerous
important social and cultural issues in early-modern England (household and
family size, extended kinship ties, social networks, religious affiliation, literacy
rates and so on) the methodological questions of using ‘wills’ have until
recently been implicitly and tacitly assumed rather than explicitly addressed. In
the spirit of renewed inquiry into the meaning and significance of will-making
and survival, an attempt is made here to explain the context of ‘wills’ in the
archdeaconry of Leicester between 1522 and 1546 (preparatory to an analysis
of religious adherence in this locale during the vicissitudes of the Henrican
religious polity).

The reliance on probate evidence for the discussion of both socio-economic status
and religious devotion in the sixteenth century has necessarily led to a
methodological examination of this sort of material. The issues have been
consummately revisited in particular by Arkell, Evans and Goose and their
contributors.1 The suggestion remains that more analytical investigation of
probate material, particularly the testament, in its local context is necessary. To
address this exhortation, 1,139 wills by Leicestershire testators are scrutinized
here.2The dissection is preparatory to an understanding of religious observation in
the early-sixteenth-century archdeaconry of Leicester and diocese of Lichfield,
although data analysis is still in progress for the latter.3 Before any judgments can
be made about devotional practices indicated (or not) by testamentary bequests, it
is essential to comprehend the nature of will-making: the proportions of local
populations making wills; differences in traditions of will-making in different
parishes; and the socio-economic status of will-makers.

1 T. Arkell, N. Evans and N. Goose, ed., When Death us do Part. Understanding and Interpreting the
Probate Records of Early Modern England (Oxford: Leopard’s Head Press for the Local Population
Studies Society, 2000). Since When Death has a comprehensive bibliographical treatment, I refrain
from detailed references below to any other work. We might just add J. Middleton-Stewart, Inward
Purity and Outward Splendour. Death and its Remembrance in the Deanery of Dunwich, Suffolk,
1370–1547 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press for the Centre of East Anglian Studies, 2001), who attempts
to elucidate the character of testators at pp. 41–55.

2 ROLLR below signifies Record Office for Leicester, Leicestershire and Rutland and LRO Lichfield
Record Office. Throughout, the data omit probate in peculiar jurisdications. They comprise only
wills proved in archdeaconry or consistory courts.

3 LRO B/C/11 (3,352 persons – some only inventories).

Trans. Leicestershire Archaeol. and Hist. Soc., 81 (2007)
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We can consider that final question first. For the 1,139 testators whose wills
are extant between 1522 and 1546 inclusive, we have 634 probate inventories or
statements of the total valuation of the personal estate of the testator. By this latter
expression is meant that some of the wills have inscribed at the foot a note of the
inventory valuation although the inventory does not survive. We can then
investigate the personal estate of 634 of the 1,139 testators, approximately 56
percent. In Table 1 we have the descriptive statistics of the personal estate, whilst
Table 2 provides the rank distribution of personal estate.

One observation that can be made is that 12% of testators had personal estate
valued at less than the bona notabilia defined in the 1529 legislation for the
production of an inventory. That aspect is confirmed by the Lichfield probate
material inspected so far. The phenomenon existed before 1529, but continued
thereafter. It is evident then that will-makers (and their attendant inventories)
extended across the whole range of early-modern Leicestershire society (and,
indeed, in Shropshire, Staffordshire, Derbyshire and parts of Warwickshire which
lay within the diocese of Lichfield). Wills and inventories were produced for
people at the very bottom of the socio-economic scale, with personal estate
below £5.

We have, however, to introduce some further refinement. The valuations
included in the table above are the gross valuations – that is, the valuations before
debts owed by the testators were taken into account. An interesting aspect of the
Leicestershire inventories is that they conduct this operation for us, recording first
the gross valuation, then listing the debts incurred before and after the death of the
testator (including, incidentally but importantly, the funeral and burials costs like
probate accounts did), and finally inscribing the net valuation – which represents,
in effect, the amount available to the executrices and executors. That difference
affects the statistics since in numerous cases, the deduction of debts from the gross
valuation would bring the net valuation down into a lower range. At the very
apex, Eustace Braham, esquire, of Wanlip had a gross valuation of £243 1s 0d,
reduced by debts and expenses to £180 6s 0d.4 That was, of course, exceptional,
but we can tabulate some of the more characteristic examples (Table 3). Overall
then, the net valuations would be even lower than represented in the tables.

In some instances, the diminution was drastic. The debts and expenses of one
Shepshed testator amounted to £15 6s 8d, leaving his widow with merely £2 0s
10d.5 Illustrative of the descent of a gentle family down the scale, John Wygstun of
Aylestone had personal estate valued at £25 14s 8d, but the debts owed by his
widow, Joan, exceeded £29.6 At the other end of the social spectrum, the personal
estate of William Gyram of Hinckley, amounting to just over £5, was eliminated
by his debts and expenses of £5 13s 7d.7 Similarly, the personal estate of £4 10s 1d

4 ROLLR will 1531/7.
5 ROLLR will 1545/127.
6 ROLLR will 1544/133.
7 ROLLR will 1543/37.
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of Roger Hykman of Hallaton was cancelled by his debts and expenses which far
outweighed it.8

Secondly, we can explore in more detail the character of the lowest level of
testators, already reflected in the last examples above. The data do not take into
account the effects of inflation between 1520 and the 1540s.

Some 12% of the testators thus attributed to themselves some description of
status or occupation. We can observe that both in Lichfield diocese and the
archdeaconry of Leicester, the descriptor yeoman was hardly invoked. For 36 of
the husbandmen, we have an inventory valuation, revealing that, in terms of
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Number Mean [Standard Median First Third Highest
value deviation value quartile quartile value

634 19 19.391] 13 8 22 243

Table 1. Leicestershire probate inventory valuations, 1522–1546 inclusive: descriptive
statistics (in £s, to the nearest £.)

Range Cumulative number Cumulative percent

<£5 79 12.46
<£10 216 34.07
<£15 348 54.89
<£20 431 67.98
<£30 527 83.12
<£50 589 92.9
>£50 634 100

Table 2. Leicestershire probate inventory valuations,
1522–1546 inclusive: rank distribution.

Testator Date Gross valuation Net valuation (after the Reference
deduction of debts and post-
mortem expenses)

ROLLR
Nicholas Bayl 1533 £11 16s 8d £9 6s 8d 1533/1
William Hey 1534 £21 13s 4d £11 10s 4d 1534/14
Hugh Awgton 1536 £40 6s 8d £30 4s 1d 1536/1
Andrew Dycson 1536 £21 12s 6d £15 16s 0d 1536/9
John Atkyns 1538 £21 15s 0d £7 10s 0d 1538/1
Robert Cotton 1539 £11 15s 8d £7 13s 0d 1539/27
Thomas Pomfryt 1541 £11 11s 2d £8 4s 6d 1541/42
Thomas Pyllyng 1542 £10 18s 6d £8 9s 10d 1542/61
Robert Savage 1542 £33 11s 10d £11 6s 6d 1542/65
William Palmer 1543 £15 5s 0d £9 2s 0d 1543/71
Ralph Wyle 1545 £12 3s 4d £9 1s 0d 1545/159

Table 3. Gross and net valuations of inventories: some examples.

8 ROLLR will 1535/20.
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personal estate, the description extended across a very wide spectrum of wealth in
Leicestershire, from £8 to almost £100.

In terms of personal estate, husbandmen and yeoman overlapped, but, of
course, their status was distinct and defined by other characteristics. As in the
diocese of Lichfield, the ascription of occupational status in wills was applied
mainly by urban testators, inhabitants of Leicester (mainly St Martin’s parish) and
(a few) Loughborough.

130 DAVE POSTLES

Testator Date Gross valuation Net valuation Reference

Thomas Barton 1525 £3 8s 4d 1525/3
Emmot Wymmyswold 1531 £5 12s 5d £4 7s 4d 1531/39a
John Prat 1532 £2 10s 0d 1532/14
Alice Kyrten 1533 £1 3s 4d 1533/6
Alice Schemell 1534 £3 2s 11d 15s 10d 1534/20
John Abell 1535 £6 16s 7d £5 14s 6d 1535/1
Nicholas Jhohnson 1535 £4 4s 1d £1 17s 1d 1535/24
Robert Kechyn 1535 £4 3s 0d 1535/25
William Deconson 1536 £8 3s 0d £2 3s 10d 1536/30
Richard Peyculton 1537 £6 0s 0d £3 3s 4d 1537/38
Pers Rychardsone 1539 £6 8s 8d £3 17s 6d 1539/86
John Lombard 1542 £2 7s 8d £1 4s 0d 1542/47
William Byrd 1546 £5 7s 8d £3 10s 2d 1546/11
Richard Brokesby 1546 £7 8s 0d £1 4s 8d 1546/24

Table 4. Lowest levels of personal estate:
occupational self-description in the wills is sparse; the details are tabulated below.

Self-description Number

Husbandman 55
Widow 42
Gentle status (gent., esq.) 8
Craft/occupation 16
Yeoman 4
Widower, widow man 3
Singleman 3
Labouring man, labourer 3
Singlewoman 1
Total 135

Table 5. Self-description in wills in the archdeaconry
of Leicester, 1522–1546 inclusive.

Number Mean [Standard Median First Third
deviation quartile quartile

36 23 19.92] 15 11 29

Table 6. Leicestershire husbandmen, 1522–1546: inventory valuations:
descriptive statistics (nearest £).
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The most comprehensive way, then, of assigning socio-economic position to
testators – correlative to their religious benefactions – is through their inventory
valuations, but that exercise of relating bequests to personal estate and socio-
economic status will be pursued elsewhere.

In assessing the geographical distribution of testators (Fig. 1), we encounter
another issue. For many parishes we have a single will or perhaps a couple for the
entire period 1522 to 1546 inclusive, but we can expect that many more people
died. That conundrum is well known: that wills represent a small proportion of the
actual ‘population’ of the dying. As has been illustrated above, however, by the
statistics of personal estate, it is not a simple case of selectivity based on wealth and
status. Other influences were exerted. We might a priori expect more urban
testators and that is evidently reflected in the 55 testators from Leicester. We might,
on the other hand, be astonished that this number is surpassed by the 70 testators
in Loughborough at the same time. By comparison, the other small towns –
Hinckley, Melton Mowbray, Ashby de la Zouch, Lutterworth, Market
Harborough – had a relative paucity of testators. We might tentatively invoke a
tradition of will-making in Loughborough, reflected, perhaps, in the development
of a specific and consistent preamble used in Loughborough wills (which will be
described elsewhere). That custom of will-making might explain too the higher
than anticipated numbers of will-makers in places such as Shepshed and Bottesford.

For the sake of comprehensiveness, we can consider also wills proved in the
Prerogative Court of Canterbury between 1522 and 1546 inclusive.9 Another
thirty wills from twenty places in the county are added. For most locations there is
merely a single will, but for Leicester six. Even with these additions, then, the
general distribution is barely affected and Loughborough still outstrips other
places. Although there is no will for Loughborough between 1522 and 1546, the
testament of Ralph Lemyngton, the Loughborough merchant of the Staple, was
proved in PCC a year earlier.10 Fig. 2 addresses the geographical distribution of
PCC wills between 1522 and 1546.

9 The National Archives (TNA) PROB11/21–31.
10 TNA PROB11/20 Lemyngton 1521.
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Valuation Cumulative number Cumulative percent

<£10 (£8) 3 8.33
<£15 16 44.44
<£20 22 61.11
<£30 28 77.78
<£40 32 88.89
<£50 33 91.67
£53 (1) 34 94.44
£88 (1) 35 97.22
£97 (1) 36 100

Table 7. Leicestershire husbandmen, 1522–1546:
inventory valuations: rank distribution (nearest £).
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Reflecting further on this question, Fig. 3 attempts to furnish a chronology of
will-making related to geographical distribution. It takes as a rough division the
Probate and Mortuaries Act of 1529. The caveat here (and above and below) is
that the data relate only to 1522 to 1546 inclusive. What is shown by Fig. 3 is that
many parishes had their first will (from this period 1522 to 1546) after 1529. We
can also perceive that five places had their first will from this cohort in 1546, our
terminal date. We need to add some additional detail here. It should be
remembered that the wills involved here are only those proven in the archdeaconry
court and exclude those for which probate was conferred in peculiar jurisdictions.
It is apparent from the five ‘late places’ that the size of population of the place was
not a material factor, since neither Hathern nor Edmondthorpe was marginal in
terms of population.
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Leicester

COVENTRY

Loughborough

N

Fig. 1. Numbers of wills produced in different parishes, 1522–1546 inclusive.
Note: all Leicester parishes are agglomerated, but by far the most

testators inhabited St Martin’s.
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Another approach to the complexity of this issue of selective will-making
involves a return to Loughborough. We have 70 wills from this rapidly developing
small town, excluding the parish of Dishley. Fortunately, the parish register for
Loughborough is extant from November 1538, so we can discern the number of
burials. In the first two years of the register (November 1538 to October 1540)
almost 70 people were interred. In the following three calendar years (1541–1543
inclusive), burials consistently exceeded thirty per annum. If the lowest possible
end of that rate (say 20 per annum taking into account a lower population in
1522) is extrapolated for 1522 to 1546 inclusive, then we have a total mortality of
at least 500 compared with the 70 testators.11

Even more unfortunately perhaps, we can compound this issue in
Loughborough even further by investigating the personal estate of the testators.
We have the inventory valuations (personal estate) for more than half of these
testators, the statistics of which are elucidated in Tables 8 and 9.

Whilst at the top end the glover John Person had personal estate appraised
at £73 13s 4d, seven of the Loughborough testators had valuations of less than

11 ROLLR DE66/1.
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N

LEICESTER

COVENTRY

Fig. 2. Distribution of wills proved in the PCC, 1522–1546 inclusive.
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£5, including, at the very bottom, the widow Sarah Andrewe with her mere
£2 8s 11d.12

The intention of this analysis has not been to destroy our confidence in
testamentary material as evidence for the significant social, economic and cultural
developments in early-sixteenth-century Leicestershire. The suggestion is rather to
include more nuance in the methodological approach to their use. Wills are and
will remain a vital – perhaps the most important – element in those investigations.
We just need to be fully aware of their precise configuration in their local context
and – perhaps – assign more discussion to these methodological issues rather than
glossing over them.

12 ROLLR wills 1543/72 and 1545/2. My investigation into early-modern Loughborough is in its
infancy.
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Hathern 1546

Edmondthorpe 1546

Knighton 1546

East Norton 1546

Newton Harcourt 1546

KEY

1522-1529 inclusive
 after 1529

N

Fig. 3. Existence of the first will in Leicestershire parishes, 1522 to 1546 inclusive.
Note: the parishes dated 1546 have no extant will between 1522 and 1545 inclusive.
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Fig. 4. The survival of wills in the archdeaconry of Leicester, 1522–1543 inclusive.
Note: after 1543, the numbers continue to increase.

Number Mean Standard Median Lowest Highest First Third
deviation quartile quartile

37 23 18.76 18 2 73 9 33

Table 8. Inventory valuations, Loughborough, 1522–1546: descriptive
statistics (nearest £).

Valuation Cumulative count Cumulative percent

£2–4 7 18.92
<£10 9 24.32
<£20 20 54.05
<£30 25 67.57
<£50 31 83.78
>£50 37 100

Table 9. Inventory valuations, Loughborough, 1522–1546:
rank distribution (nearest £).
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Trans. Leicestershire Archaeol. and Hist. Soc., 92 (2018)

RISK, EXIGENCY, AND  
MIGRATION IN LEICESTERSHIRE, 

c.1750–1846
Dave Postles

Hitherto, research into migration in the recent past has not integrated in a 
substantial manner the movements of small business people. The intention 
here is to examine the forced movement of a sector of this occupational status 
through indebtedness and insolvency. The concentration is on Leicestershire and 
Leicester, with supporting material from Nottinghamshire and Nottingham, 
as there existed an industrial connection (textiles). This purportedly ‘middling 
sort’ actually descended into the lower stratum of local society and, indeed, it is 
often difficult to differentiate them. Their basic distinguishing feature was their 
involvement in trading and the risk of failure. 

Anecdotally, some of the conditions of early nineteenth-century migration can be 
divined from (slightly) later imaginary or imaginative literature, such as Hardy’s 
novel, The Mayor of Casterbridge. Almost all the principal characters, male and 
female, have moved in their life-course, with contingent consequences. In the 
exposition, the narrator (with unusual uncertainty for an omniscient narrator) 
divulges the status of the man who was to occupy that magisterial office at the 
zenith of his careers.1 These opening events occurred before 1830. The young man, 
Michael Henchard, must be in his early 20s, for he had married out of exigency, he 
bemoans, at 18, and Susan, his wife, reflects on their limited number of years of co-
habitation (‘a couple of years’). The contemporary conditions of employment are 
difficult. Henchard regards himself as a skilled operator, although a hay trusser. He 
has firm belief in his ability to succeed as a hay merchant, aspiration suppressed by 
personal circumstance. The narrator implicitly concurs, describing Henchard not 
as a simple agricultural labourer, but somatically expressing his occupation of the 
‘skilled countryman as distinct from the desultory shamble of the general labourer’. 
Even so, the time is early- to mid-September and Henchard is out of employment, 
shambling with wife and child around the locality – the village of Weydon Priors, 
the market town of Fairfield – desperate for casual employment. Having made his 
fortune in the county borough of Casterbridge as an agricultural merchant, the end 
of his life, after further adverse contingent events, is again characterised by local 
migration as a furze cutter. In contrast, the Scot, Donald Farfrae, is a long-distance 
migrant, with evident skill, who also makes a success of agricultural retail.2

1 F. Kermode, Concerning E. M. Forster (London, 2009), pp. 10–12, 24–5; E. M. Forster, Aspects of the 
Novel (London, 2005 edn), pp. 81–4; T. Eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction (Minneapolis, 
MN, 2008 edn), p. 92 (‘external focalization’).

2 Thomas Hardy, The Mayor of Casterbridge. A Story of a Man of Character (Harper and Collins edn, 
New York and London, 1895), with the author’s reactions to recent comment.
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These incidences and lives, fictional though they are, illustrate some aspects of 
the inter-relationship of English capitalism and migration not only at the end of the 
nineteenth century (the author’s lifetime), but also the early decades of that century: 
risk and failure; the fine line between constancy of success and disruption; personal 
deracination in search of opportunity or as a consequence of business collapse; and 
the increasingly important sectoral growth of commerce and retail.

Migration is a constant in population history. Its existence has been adduced 
(partially) to explain a number of demographic and geographical features.3 
Intensely-localised migration patterns, it has been contended, were instrumental 
in the formation of ‘regions’ or pays and the perpetuation of local customs.4 One 
aspect of that migration was the formation of regions with an urban focus, at least 
from the seventeenth century and probably earlier.5 With economic development, 
changes in patterns of migration have been explored to elucidate the functioning 
of industrialisation in urban centres.6 Those migration patterns into industrialising 
towns exhibited at the micro-level the substantial demographic and economic 
forces which became transformational after 1861. These migration flows have been 
explored at the macro-level to reflect the effects of the transition from essentially 
rural to formative industrial society in England.7

Questions continue to be raised, however, 130 years after Ravenstein proposed 
his ‘laws’ or modes of migration. Principally, the issue of who was ‘at risk’ of 
migration has been substantially addressed, but not completely answered. This 
paper considers two aspects of risk combined: risk of business failure and ‘at risk’ 
of migration. The propensity to migrate is explored here in a different context. The 
analysis also considers a question raised many decades ago by Richard Lawton: 
how does migration really relate to the life-course (‘longitudinal study’)?8 In a sense, 
that issue returns to one of the propositions of Ravenstein: is the propensity to 
migrate higher among those who are already migrants?9 Such questions, as Lawton 
indicated, cannot be answered by recourse to static listings, like census returns.10 
Lawton illustrated this conundrum by reference to life (autobiographical) writing. 
Another elegant solution was explored by Colin Pooley and Jean Turnbull (and their 
collaborators) through genealogical reconstructions of family movements.11 Both 

3 In general, I. Whyte, Migration and Society in Britain, 1550–1830 (Basingstoke, 2000).
4 P. Claval, Regional Geography: An Introduction, trans. I. Thompson ((Oxford, 1998), pp. 138–42.
5 A. Everitt, ‘Country, county and town’, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 5th ser. 29 

(1979), pp. 79–108. Paradigmatic of the later development is G. Höppe and J. Langton, Peasantry 
to Capitalism: Western Östergötland in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, 1995); C. Pooley and J. 
Turnbull, Migration and Mobility in Britain since the 18th Century (London, 1998), pp. 14–19 for a 
concise description of distance and social group in migration studies.

6 M. Anderson, Family Structure in Nineteenth Century Lancashire (Oxford, 1971).
7 D. Baines, Migration in a Mature Economy: Emigration and Internal Migration in England and Wales 

1861–1900 (Cambridge, 2003).
8 Pooley and Turnbull, Migration and Mobility, pp. 3 (‘life-time residential histories’), 10 (‘longitudinal 

data’).
9 D. Grigg, ‘E. G. Ravenstein and the “laws of migration”’, in Time, Family and Community: 

Perspectives on Family and Community History ed. M. Drake (Oxford, 1994), pp. 147–64.
10 Lawton in a seminar paper, but now addressed by Pooley and Turnbull, Migration and Mobility.
11 Pooley and Turnbull, Migration and Mobility: comparative information is dispersed throughout their 

seminal work.

Cre
at
ed

 in
 M

as
te
r P

DF 
Ed

ito
r

51



risk, exigency, and migration in leicestershire, c.1750–1846   185

those approaches have the benefit of capturing the lowest social groupings, although 
the sampling is very purposive. The advantage here is that the cohort considered, 
although self-selecting through entrepreneurial failure, comprehends the ‘middling 
sort’ which was becoming a fundamental social group in the early nineteenth century, 
but which still shaded down into the lower echelon of society.12 The fortunes of 
this new middle class or middling sort are dissected to illustrate the breadth of its 
composition, and that all was not stability and coherence. The discussion addresses, 
inter alia, the variable experience of the increasingly important retailers. Their life-
world is approached in terms of exigency as well as success. Although that exigency, 
the promoter of migration here, might have been a marginal event, its presence 
haunted the shopkeepers of England. In these febrile circumstances, the middling 
sort was not emulative of or aligned with the upper sort of society, nor did it consist 
of a coherent and cohesive entity, the second point, pace Wahrman, although his 
context is political consciousness.13

The source material consists of entries in the London Gazette for insolvencies.14 
These notices relate to petitions by prisoners for debt for release from gaols and to 
insolvency proceedings in public courts for debt. The prisons in question included 
the Fleet, as well as local public gaols, county and borough gaols for debtors. 

One of the recurrent problems of the data is the status of retail. In a multitude of 
instances, retail was adopted as a by-employment or additional opportunity, either 
temporarily or permanently. How to address these multiple trades is difficult. Hoppit 
selected the first-mentioned trade as the primary occupation.15 For the purpose here, 
any involvement in retailing has been considered. Hoppit concluded that ‘the food 
and drink sectors provided nearly 23 per cent of all bankruptcies’ in the eighteenth 
century.16 My proportion will be correspondingly higher as I include any involvement 
in retailing, not simply the first identified occupation. As significantly, people moved 
easily into and out of some lines of retailing, particularly but not exclusively sales of 
beer and liquor. 

Perhaps a small number of examples (from Leicestershire) will suffice to illustrate 
the issue. Edward Charlesworth of Leicester, who became insolvent in 1834, had 
a primary occupation as a framesmith, but also earned as a needle maker, with, 
presumably as sidelines, engagement in dealing in leeches, oatmeal, holland rushes, 
and bread and provisions.17 In his early career, John Moreton traded in Swinford 
as a grocer, provision dealer and coal retailer; he progressed to farmer, grazier, corn 
and coal dealer, and beer seller; subsequently, he added to those multiple enterprises 
victualler instead of beer seller, before business failure in 1841, perhaps because 

12 D. Wahrman, Imagining the Middle Class: The Political Representation of Class in Britain, c. 1780–
1840 (Cambridge, 1995), which reconsiders the discussions around languages of class and class 
consciousness.

13 E. P. Thompson, ‘Eighteenth century English society: Class struggle without class?’, Social History 3 
(1978), pp. 133–65.

14 For a concise consideration of bankruptcy as a ‘personal crisis’ necessitating migration, mainly in the 
late nineteenth century, Pooley and Turnbull, Migration and Mobility, pp. 259–61.

15 J. Hoppit, Risk and Failure in English Business 1700–1800 (Cambridge, 2002 edn, originally 1987), p. 
57, n. 2.

16 Hoppit, Risk and Failure, p. 87.
17 London Gazette (LG), Issue 19173, p. 1349.
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of his unsuccessful diversification into retail.18 William Atkinson of Hinckley, a 
small town, succeeded his father as a victualler, operating in the allied trades of 
wines and malt liquors, ale and tobacco, but diversifying into the roles of seedsman, 
florist, framesmith and farmer.19 Likewise, John Garner of Leicester graduated from 
journeyman hosier to hosier, but then managed the Blue Boar Inn in Southgate Street 
in Leicester, whilst resuming as a journeyman hosier.20 Among the small number 
of women insolvents, Elizabeth Goff continued the business of her late husband 
at the Unicorn Inn in Loughborough. She moved to Leicester in lodgings out of 
business, but soon afterwards acquired the management of the Wheat Sheaf Inn 
back in Loughborough, as a victualler and dealer in tobacco, before failure again, 
leaving her living out of business in adjacent Thorpe Acre.21 There was obviously 
some facility for her to move into and out of running these establishments. By way 
of example, William Lewin the younger set out as a plumber, glazier and painter, 
in Church Gate, Leicester. He added to this repertoire the management of the 
Princess Charlotte Inn in Oxford Street, with the appurtenant trades as victualler 
and dealer in spirituous liquors and tobacco. Subsequently, he acquired the running 
of the Hind Inn in London Road in the borough, whilst maintaining as his first-
named occupations plumber, glazier and painter. Out of business, he resided first in 
Southampton Street and then in lodgings in Pingle Street in 1844.22 Similarly, Henry 
Johnson commenced as a builder and bricklayer in Leicester, assumed the additional 
enterprise of grocer and provision dealer, then, still with primary occupations as 
builder and bricklayer, managed the Marquis of Granby in Sanvey Gate, but had 
returned to builder and bricklayer by the collapse of his business in 1841.23 Again, 
it is possible that this loss of focus through diversification into retailing contributed 
to his failure. In his case, moreover, we notice the internal migration within the 
borough, first as progress, scaling up and advancing, then as descent, to which we 
shall return. These examples of in-and-out trading as retailers could be multiplied 
and are probably an excessive number of examples already.

We should, however, extract and recapitulate some points. Firstly, considerations 
of economic activity by sector may have some margin of error for two reasons. People 
engaged in multiple ‘occupations’ simultaneously in this ‘economy of makeshifts’, 
in different sectors, whether primary, secondary or tertiary (and perhaps these are 
anachronisms), or exclusively agriculture, extractive, retail.24 They also moved in 
and out of different trades as some possibilities opened and others closed, in the 
latter case often unsecured debt in their current activity. To repeat again also, in 
some cases of multiple occupations, the boundary between poorer and middling sort 
is porous. Just to illustrate that last matter, James Wardle migrated from Nuthall 

18 LG, Issue 19998, p. 1850.
19 LG, Issue 20240, p. 2343.
20 LG, Issue 20620, p. 2527.
21 LG, Issue 19998, p. 1850.
22 LG, Issue 20329, p. 1117.
23 LG, Issue 20041, p. 2945.
24 O. Hufton, The Poor of Eighteenth-Century France (Oxford, 1974).
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(Nottinghamshire) to Coleorton (Leicestershire), both coalmining localities, in both 
places engaged as a shopkeeper and coalminer.25

Although only inferred, there seems little doubt that some at least of the 
migration, particularly over longer distances, was occasioned by attempted 
avoidance of creditors and/or the shame of confronting those creditors. The most 
explicit statement of this avoidance occurred in the middle of the eighteenth century 
before subsequent legislation alleviated (somewhat) the position of the insolvent 
debtor. For example, in May 1755 advantage was taken of the Act for the Relief 
of Insolvent Debtors by named ‘Fugitives for Debt’ who had migrated ‘beyond 
the Seas’, but subsequent to the statute surrendered to the keeper of King’s Bench 
Prison, including Robert Perks, formerly an excise officer of Sutton in Ashfield 
(Nottinghamshire) and Chipping Barnet (Hertfordshire).26 No doubt later insolvents 
intended by their movement to escape whatever debt they could, probably without 
success or, at least, to escape local stigmatisation. Thus Francis Harding, joiner 
and builder, of Leicester, migrated to Birkenhead where he operated as a retail beer 
seller, reflecting also the downward spiral of occupation before final failure.27 As an 
example of failure in retail resulting in migration, the grocer, provision dealer and 
common carrier of Woodford, Essex, John Emerson, travelled the long distance (over 
100 miles) to Belgrave, adjacent to Leicester, first out of business and employment 
and subsequently as a framework knitter.28

Locational characteristics

Data from two counties in the East Midlands are considered here: Leicestershire 
and Nottinghamshire. They are examined separately because, although both 
had economic traits in common, they also diverged in other respects. The focus 
is on Leicestershire and material for the more northern county elicited only 
for comparative purposes, particularly in the respective contexts of industrial 
involvement and retailing. In the former case, the justification is the similarity of 
industrial engagement, initially lacemaking which extended from Loughborough 
through north Leicestershire to Nottingham and its suburbs, and hosiery which 
had developed over a long timescale in both counties. The evidence for retail 
insolvency from Nottinghamshire provides further context for the Leicestershire 
incidence. 

Appropriately, Leicestershire contained characteristics of both the metaphorical 
North and South. Although large expanses of the county, especially in the south and 
east, exhibited the associated rural elements of the ‘South’, Leicester and some of 
the western and northern spaces had experienced (what was once termed) proto-
industrialisation during early-modern development.29 The paradigmatic formation 

25 LG, Issue 11677, p. 9 (1776).
26 LG, Issue 9478, p. 5.
27 LG, Issue 20667, p. 4702.
28 LG, Issue 19920, p. 2778.
29 Re-stated by H. Medick, ‘The proto-industrial family economy: the structural function of household 

and family during the transition from peasant society to industrial capitalism’, in Essays in Social 
History, vol. 2, ed. P. Thane and A. Sutcliffe (Oxford, 1986, repr. 2002), pp. 23–52; per contra,  
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was population expansion associated with framework knitting in Shepshed, although 
other locations underwent the same development of domestic industry and putting-
out.30 The domestic hosiery industry expanded rapidly between 1781 and 1811 from 
antecedent development in the late seventeenth century. After 1811, and particularly 
after the conclusion of war in 1815, a collapse ensued. By 1801, Leicester, the focus 
of the industry, contained more than 17,000 frames. In 1851, as evidenced in the  
census returns, the framework knitters were concentrated in Leicester, Hinckley, 
Shepshed, Loughborough and the Soar Valley, and in villages to the south of Leicester. 
The first steam-powered frames were introduced in Loughborough in 1839, but 
this motive power made little impact for some decades thereafter.31 By the 1870s 
this hosiery industry was being transformed and scaled up to factory production, 
introducing a new type of wealthy, industrial entrepreneur. At the same time, the 
residue of the prior domestic system continued. Similar processes were occurring in 
boot and shoe manufacture: from workshop to factory, but temporary co-existence. 
Elastic web manufacture was, however, new, largely confined to the borough, and 
factory-based.

The residual elements of domestic industry are evident in villages such as 
Countesthorpe, Ratby, Syston, Whetstone, Wigston Magna, Arnesby, Barwell and 
Burbage, alongside new village-based larger-scale production in Wigston Magna 
and Earl Shilton.32 Bag hosiers and framework knitters existed simultaneously as 
larger-scale hosiery concerns appeared in Wigston and Shilton. In Shepshed, in 1880, 
more than 20 bag hosiers still existed alongside the three manufacturing hosieries.33 
Small concerns existed in the borough, but increasingly large-scale production was 
beginning to eclipse distributed production. More than 130 hosiers in Leicester in 
1880 witnessed the future with the construction of Corah’s St Margaret’s works.34 
The smaller hosier concerns in Loughborough, of some long-standing, similarly 
encountered this change in 1871 with the opening of the new factory of Cartwright 
and Warner on Nottingham Road, reputedly at the time one of the largest in the 
Midlands, employing ‘several hundred hands’, although seemingly forced into 
liquidation in 1902 through the burden of its liabilities.35 In Hinckley, hosiery was 
becoming concentrated, with only 14 manufacturers.36 Before 1846, the industrial 
development of the county remained, however, principally based on hosiery, 

D. C. Coleman, ‘Proto-industrialization: a concept too many’, Economic History Review, 2nd series, 
36 (1983), pp. 435–48.

30 D. Levine, Family Formation in an Age of Nascent Capitalism (New York, 1977).
31 P. R. Mountfield, ‘The foundations of the modern industrial pattern’, in N. Pye, ed., Leicester and its 

Region (Leicester, 1972), pp. 364–7; L. A. Parker, ‘The hosiery industry’, in A History of the County 
of Leicester: Volume 3 (VCH Leics.) (1955), pp. 2–23.

32 Wright’s Commercial and General Directory (1880), pp. 279, 283, 284–6, 290, 310, 321, 340–1, 344.
33 Wright (1880), pp. 468–9.
34 ‘The City of Leicester: Hosiery manufacture’, in VCH Leics.: Volume 4, the City of Leicester (VCH 

Leics. IV), ed. R A McKinley (London, 1958), pp. 303–14. British History Online [http://www.
britishhistory.ac.uk/vch/leics/vol4/pp314–326, accessed 24 December 2016]; Wright (1880), pp.  
213–14.

35 Wright (1880), p. 379; LG, Issue 27417, p. 1909.
36 Wright (1880), pp. 353, 361.
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domestic industry and putting out, without any significant development of factory-
based industry.

Framework knitting expanded in Nottinghamshire also in the eighteenth century, 
although not quite at a level comparable with its southern neighbour. By the early 
nineteenth century, and particularly after 1815, some relative decline occurred in 
this essentially domestic-located industry. It remained technologically stagnant, to 
the extent that Church described it as a ‘backwards industry’ in contradistinction to 
the improvements in the machine lace industry (the ‘progressive industry’).37 Hosiery 
production was concentrated in two centres; the predominant one in Nottingham 
and its adjacent suburban parishes (Arnold, Basford, Radford and Sneinton in 
particular), the other focused on Sutton in Ashfield and Mansfield.38 Further 
concentration of ownership occurred between 1814 and 1844, but the technological 
and organisational aspects remained the same.39 Concomitantly, because the skills 
and technology base were similar, the lace industry developed precisely in the borough 
and its proximate parishes (including Lenton).40 Technological advance was more 
rapid in machine lace manufacturing, from hand, to warp, to bobbin. Consequential 
changes happened which affected entry into the industry and employment: higher 
capital requirements for the machine owners who rented out, patent restrictions 
and rapidly redundant equipment.41 Concentration thus progressed quite rapidly 
to 1831.42 Even so, large-scale factory production did not become established until 
after mid-century.43 These changes, with new competition in the quality market from 
northern France (Calais region) exacerbated fluctuations in trade and employment, 
producing the migration pattern of lacemakers described below.44 

Characteristics of insolvent migrants

Overall, between c.1750 and 1846, some 850 individuals who had been domiciled 
in Leicestershire, men and women, were registered as insolvent. Of these, comprising 
all occupational sectors, 344 were recorded as having moved place in the petition for 
insolvency. The proportion of movers is probably higher, as most frequently release 
from gaol did not record previous migrations. We can suspect then that at least a 
half of the insolvents had moved place. Over 340 of the 850 or so insolvents had 
some engagement in retailing, whether full-time single occupation, as one of several 
resources, or through dabbling in and out of retail through selling, for example, 
general provisions, bread and flour, ale, beer, malt liquor or tobacco. Retailers who 
moved place comprised at least 44 per cent of the cohort of about 340 (see further 
below).

37 R. Church, Economic and Social Change in a Midland Town: Victorian Nottingham, 1815–1900 
(London, 1966), pp. 26, 83.

38 Church, Economic and Social Change, pp. 26–57, esp. p. 32 (table III).
39 Church, Economic and Social Change, p. 36.
40 Church, Economic and Social Change, p. 68 (table V).
41 Church, Economic and Social Change, pp. 63, 67.
42 Church, Economic and Social Change, p. 68.
43 Church, Economic and Social Change, p. 83.
44 Church, Economic and Social Change, pp. 69, 93 (commercial crisis after 1826), 105 (‘insecurity’).
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For the other county (Nottinghamshire), the Gazette includes notices for just 
over 1,100 insolvents. Of these serious debtors, at least just under a half (about 45 
per cent) were recorded as having migrated before insolvency. Just under a third 
(N=314; 29 per cent) of all the Nottinghamshire insolvents had been engaged in 
retail at one time or another, although again this figure is likely to be a marginal 
under-estimate. Of these 314, 143 (46 per cent) had moved before insolvency. 

N of movements N of debtors % of all migrant 
insolvents

1 163 47.6

2 73 21.4

3 37 10.8

4 17 5.0

5 10 3.0

>5 11 3.2

Intra-Leicester 31 9.0

Total 344 100 

Table 1. Numbers of movements of migrating Leicestershire insolvents.

Almost half of the Leicestershire movers were involved in just a single recorded 
migration, from place A to place B (Table 1). Two movements were made by another 
21 per cent and three by another 10 per cent. Almost 70 per cent of these debtors 
thus moved to one or two other locations (‘step-wise’ migration).45 Insignificant 
numbers (less than 10 per cent) were constantly on the move between places. In 
many of these constant movements, the migration is explained by the status of 
commercial agent, or, in some cases of recurrent migration, hawkers.46

Although many of the lacemakers moved through the suburbs outside 
Nottingham, there was considerable internal movement within the borough. Just 
under 10 per cent of the migrating insolvents moved (exclusively) within the borough 
on several occasions. The figure is an under-estimate to the extent that numerous 
insolvents who had migrated into the borough then made a number of changes of 
address within Nottingham.47

The analysis of accumulated distance moved (Table 3) excludes those who 
moved internally within the boroughs of Nottingham and Leicester, and those who 
ventured overseas or over water (to the Channel Islands, Isle of Man, Belgium, 
France, Ireland, USA – all of whom returned). Although a considerable proportion 

45 Pooley and Turnbull, Migration and Mobility, p. 13 (‘stepwise’).
46 More exotically, perhaps, ‘comedians’: e.g. Benjamin Huggins, LG 18708, p. 1527 (1830); Louth-

Pontefract-Worksop-Mansfield-Barnsley-Gainsborough-Louth-Horncastle-Worksop-Barnsley-
Islington-Buxton-Glasgow-Greenock-Gainsborough-Worksop. No more comment will be directed to 
these unusual occupations.

47 For the conditions necessitating and facilitating movement, D. Englander, Landlord and Tenant in 
Urban Britain, 1838–1918 (Oxford, 1983).
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of this movement did not exceed 20 miles, a substantial element travelled between 
more than 20 and up to 150 miles.48

N of movements N of debtors % of all migrant 
insolvents

1 243 50

2 108 22

3 49 10

4 14 3

5 18 3

>5 13 3

Intra-Nottingham 45 9

Total 490 100

Table 2. Numbers of movements of migrating Nottinghamshire insolvents.

Accumulated distance 
moved (miles)

Notts. number (%) Leics. number (%)

<10 169 (39) 62(20)

11–20 59 (13.6) 67(21.6)

21–30 36 (8.3) 28(9)

31–40 20 (4.6) 19(6.1)

41–50 14(3.2) 13(4.2)

51–100 49 (11.3) 33(10.7)

101–50 41 (9.4) 51(16.5)

151–200 8 (1.8) 10(3.2)

201–50 10 (2.3) 3(1)

>251 28 (6.5) 24(7.7)

Total 434(100) 310(100)

Table 3. Accumulated distances moved by insolvents.

One characteristic of this migration was circular migration.49 Among insolvent 
migrants who moved to other locations, just more than 10 per cent (32) (Leics.) and 
just under 14 per cent (59) (Notts.) ultimately returned to their place of departure 

48 Compare Pooley and Turnbull, Migration and Mobility, p. 65 (table 3.4).
49 For ‘circular’ migration, P. Clark and D. Souden, ‘Introduction’, in Migration and Society in Early 

Modern England, ed. Clark and Souden (London, 1987), pp. 16–17, but their ‘circular’ migration is 
economically structural and persistent, not the consequence of misfortune.
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after moving. These numbers are under-estimates to the extent that some returned to 
places proximate to their departure point, but not that exact location. The inference 
can be made that their movements did not result in successful re-location and 
perhaps that their failure was fairly rapidly experienced. One explanation would be 
that the migrants did not have sufficient time to establish new support networks in 
their new localities, and were consequently compelled to return back to their origins 
to rely on kinship support.50 

Retail migrants

In 1843, Henry Green, out of business in Leicester, was declared insolvent. His 
commercial career had involved periods as a commercial traveller and warehouseman 
in Leicester, a licensed victualler and dealer in wines, spirits and tobacco at the 
Pump Tavern in the Bull Ring in Birmingham, out of business in the same place, 
then out of business in Leicester, followed by a time as a haberdasher and dyer’s 
agent in the same borough, succeeded by another stint out of business.51 Four years 
earlier, Edward Toone experienced the same disappointment. Established as a grocer 
and draper in the village of Markfield in north-west Leicestershire, he presumably 
encountered some difficulty, for he ventured some 22 miles to Lenton, just outside 
the borough of Nottingham, engaged as a lacemaker. He subsequently found 
employment as a journeyman grocer in Mansfield Road, Nottingham, but without 
financial success. By 1839 he was declared insolvent.52 These are the ‘middling sort’ 
migrants, generally failed retailers who, during their entrepreneurial existence, 
moved from place to place.

There are two immediate comparative contexts. Much of the discussion of 
retailing and distribution in the early industrial revolution has been constructed 
on those enterprises which were ostensibly stable and ‘successful’ (such as Thomas 
Turner), through their life writing or account books and/or on the provisioning of 
great households.53 How far can we assume that this sort of enterprise was typical 
or the norm? Secondly, there has been a huge concentration on the migrant poor, the 
unsettled and the ‘tramping artisan’.54 Was there another experience of migration 
which perhaps also resulted from desperation?

Some parameters must be defined. The ‘middling sort’ involved here comprise 
retailers and tradespeople. They do not pertain to Henry French’s ‘middle sort’, 

50 K. E. Campbell and B. A. Lee, ‘Sources of personal neighbor networks: social integration, need or 
time?’, Social Forces 70 (1992), pp. 1077–1100.

51 LG, Issue 20210, p. 1151.
52 LG, Issue 19750, p. 1382.
53 D. Vaisey, ed., The Diary of Thomas Turner 1754–1765 (Oxford, 1989); J. Stobart, Sugar and Spice: 

Grocers and Groceries in Provincial England, 1650–1830 (Oxford, 2012); Stobart and M. Rothery, 
Consumption and the Country House: Elite Spending and Identities in Georgian England (Oxford, 
2016); Stobart, ‘Gentlemen and shopkeepers: supplying the country house in eighteenth century 
England’, Economic History Review 2nd ser., 64 (2011), pp. 885–904.

54 Foe example only, H. R. Southall, ‘The tramping artisan revisits: labour mobility and economic distress 
in early Victorian England’, Economic History Review 2nd ser., 44 (1991), pp. 272–96; P. Fumerton, 
Unsettled: The Culture of Mobility and the Working Poor in Early Modern England (Chicago, IL, 
2006).
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those ‘chief inhabitants’, often in rural locations, who dominated local office 
holding and the tenure of land.55 They are cognate with Shani d’Cruze’s ‘middling 
sort’, although not exclusively urban.56 It is important to recognise the vast range 
of these trading enterprises, from substantial to petty traders, down to local village 
shopkeepers, grocers and butchers, who shaded off just above labouring people, and 
were, as will be illustrated below, vulnerable to falling into that lower category. The 
chronological span is determined by the earlier notices of insolvency in the London 
Gazette and the introduction of the County Courts in 1846. It has been argued that, 
although an institutional change, the County Courts did not immediately produce a 
transformation in the application of the law.57 The establishment of these regularised 
local courts provides, however, a convenient terminus ad quem in furnishing an 
alternative forum for dispute resolution about debt before decline into insolvency 
and, indeed, the administration of bankruptcy.58

These movements of migrant retailers are represented in Table 4, which tabulates 
the number of movements from first recorded place through other places before 
declaration of insolvency. The preponderant movement involved migration from 
first recorded place to one other place: one movement. That single move accounted 
for about a half of the retailers who moved. Another third moved to two or three 
other places. Moves to four or more other places were less frequent.

Intra-urban movements, within the borough of Leicester, composed about 10 per 
cent of the movements of migrant retailers, but higher in Nottingham. Those intra-
urban movements are particularly ambiguous since they might have constituted some 
form of ‘betterment’ migration in the sense of improvement through acquiring new 
opportunities and premises.59 These intra-urban migrations should also be placed 
within the context of the extent of retail in the borough. A draft for the 1831 census 
which has details of the occupations in Leicester and Loughborough, the largest 
and second towns in the county, provides an opportunity to place insolvencies and 
insolvent migrations into perspective. In 1831, Leicester contained 116 butchers, 
111 grocers, 212 publicans, innkeepers and beer retailers, 167 shopkeepers, 75 tea 
dealers, and 133 bakers, Loughborough 40, 39, 60, 10, none and 26 respectively.60 
The 15 internal migrant insolvents in Leicester thus represented 1.8 per cent of the 
borough’s retailers. Those proportions should be recollected in the discussion of 
migration of insolvents.

55 H. French, The Middle Sort of People in Provincial England 1600–1750 (Oxford, 2007).
56 S. d’Cruze, A Pleasing Prospect: Social Change and Urban Culture in Eighteenth-century Colchester 

(Hatfield, 2009); M. Hunt, The Middling Sort: Commerce, Gender, and the Family in England 1680–
1780 (Berkeley, CA, 1996).

57 M. Finn, The Character of Credit: Personal Debt in English Culture, 1740–1914 (Cambridge, 2003), 
pp. 237–8, 252–64.

58 P. Polden, A History of the County Court, 1846–1971 (Cambridge, 1999); M. Lester, Victorian 
Insolvency: Bankuptcy, Imprisonment for Debt, and Company Winding-up in Nineteenth-century 
England (Oxford, 1995).

59 Clark and Souden, ‘Introduction’, in Migration and Society, p. 31.
60 G. A. Chinnery, Records of the Borough of Leicester Volume VII (Leicester, 1974), pp. 506–9.
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Number of moves Leics. Notts

1 75 67

2 29 37

3 18 10

4 6 5

5 2 2

6 2 0

7 1 1

10 0 1

>10 0 1

Intra-urban 15 18

Total 148 139
Excluding overseas migrants

Table 4. Number of movements of migrant retailers.

The number of movements does not correlate with distance moved. Some 
migrant retailers who moved once nevertheless travelled over a longer distance 
than some who moved several times. The accumulated distances moved by migrant 
retailers is abstracted in Table 5.

Distance (miles) Leics. retailers Notts. retailers

<10 45 44

11–20 34 19

21–30 18 9

31–40 9 7

41–50 7 7

51–100 8 11

101–50 13 12

151–200 6 3

201–50 3 2

251–643 5 10

Total 148 124

Excluding overseas

Table 5. Accumulated distances of travel by migrating insolvent retailers.

The 45 who moved within a cumulative distance of less than ten miles includes 
the intra-urban movers in the borough of Leicester. Superficially, the distance of 
migration seems to be localised, as more than half of the movers did not travel more 
than 20 miles in their various movements. Such distances might still have involved 
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traversing several parishes. What is equally striking is the number of cumulative 
movements which exceeded 20 miles and, in some instances, very much more. 
This feature is represented in the mean cumulative distance of 55 miles (standard 
deviation 88.766), although the median cumulative distance was considerably lower 
at 19 miles (interquartile range 67.5). The significant characteristic seems, therefore, 
that these retailers who were compelled to migrate did so over much longer distances 
than the rest of the population.

Those mileages ostensibly derived in some few cases from the character of the 
trade. The extreme example is Abram Joseph, a clothes dealer, who ventured from 
Southwark to Coventry, from there to Sheffield, back south to Whitechapel, up again 
to Leicester, further to Nottingham, back to Leicester and down again to Middlesex, 
a total of more than 600 miles.61 Such journeying was an aberration, following a 
trade which depended on movement.

More frequent was a circular migration by which the movers ultimately returned 
to their first recorded place. A dozen individuals who engaged in retailing moved 
from a place to other parishes and even the metropolis, but by the time of insolvency 
had returned to their initial starting point. Most of these – seven – had become out 
of business when they re-settled, no doubt accommodated by kin.

As indicated above, at least 29 per cent of Nottinghamshire insolvents had 
experienced some time in retailing. This figure is again an approximation and a 
likely under-estimate. The sector encompassed 314 insolvents who engaged in 
trading at one stage or another. Just under half (46 per cent) of these retail insolvents 
had undertaken migration.

Insignificant numbers (less than 10 per cent) were constantly on the move 
between places. In many of these constant movements, the migration is explained 
by the status of commercial agent or, in some cases of recurrent migration, hawkers. 
At the lowest end of retailing, the participants merged into the lower social 
groups, particularly in hawking. That occupation necessarily involved movement, 
at different scales. Illustrative of this constant movement in hawking was Mark 
Ellis, declared insolvent in 1838, dealer in fancy goods and licensed hawker.62 
Ellis tramped through the Midlands, through Nottinghamshire, Lincolnshire, 
Leicestershire, Derbyshire, Warwickshire and Northamptonshire (see Fig. 1). His 
first residence is noticed as Wellington Street in Tuxford, in Nottinghamshire, to 
which he returned after venturing through more than 20 other habitations. Then he 
proceeded on through another dozen places, before returning to Wellington Street. 
In his difficulty in the time immediately before insolvency, he became an assistant 
to a licensed hawker, ‘travelling through various parts of England’, lodging for 
a time in a lodging house in Cleethorpes, out of business, then assumed to have 
‘no certain place of abode’, assistant again to another hawker, ‘travelling through 
various parts of England’.

The persistent problem of retailing, particularly general provisioning, dealing in 
flour and bread, and selling beer and ale, was that it was deceptively easy to intrude 

61 LG, Issue 19652, p. 1939.
62 LG, Issue 19634, p. 1578.
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into the trade. Capital requirements could be minimal for trading on the side. 
Unfortunately, the supply side was saturated and aggregate demand accordingly 
attenuated for new entrants.63 Indebtedness was a consequence of over-subscription. 

Migration of insolvent craftsmen

Some comparison about the propensity to move by category of occupation 
should be made. Craftsmen (who became insolvent) were almost as probable to 
move, about a third moving. This category consists of carpenters-joiners, tailors, 
shoemakers-cordwainers, clock and watchmakers, turners, painters-stainers, 
plumbers-glaziers and hairdressers. Excluded here are ‘construction’ trades; that 

63 For the vulnerability, Hoppit, Risk and Failure, pp. 92–6.

Fig. 1. The movements of Mark Ellis, hawker.
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is, essentially bricklayers and builders. Craftspeople too shade from middling to 
‘labour aristocracy’, skilled labour force, into ‘poor labouring’ men.64 

N of moves Leics. movers Notts. movers

1 21 48

2 17 10

3 2 4

4 3 1

5 1 2

6 0 1

7 1 1

Intra-urban 5 6

Table 6. Number of movements of Nottinghamshire insolvent craftspeople.

Insolvents engaged only in craft occupations in Leicestershire accounted for 18 
per cent (N=151) of the total number of insolvents in the county. About a third 
(50) moved before their financial difficulty, by comparison with the 44 per cent 
of insolvent retailers who had travelled. A higher degree of residential stability 
characterised the craft insolvents. Of the 50 who did depart, about 40 per cent 
made a single re-location. Amongst the higher number who moved more than once, 
however, 11 movements were circular and five intra-urban. 

Craftspeople comprised 21 per cent of the Nottinghamshire insolvents, compared 
with the third or so which engaged in retailing. Whist 46 per cent of insolvent 
retailers had migrated, a smaller proportion (32 per cent) of insolvent craftspeople 
had. The higher propensity of retailers to move was perhaps related to the relative 
capital costs and development of goodwill and in re-establishing a business. When 
they did migrate, those in craft occupations predominantly made one re-location. Of 
the 25 who made more than one movement, almost a half (13) effected a circular 
migration, returning to their place of origin. Several others ultimately arrived at a 
place not far from their original location. Another half dozen moved within the 
borough of Nottingham. By and large, then, Nottinghamshire craft insolvents 
tended to remain fixed in their location.

The re-location of capital and rebuilding a clientele no doubt acted as a 
commercial drag on the migration of craftspeople, although the numbers are small 
and thus perhaps not fully significant. The distances moved were accordingly 
circumscribed (Table 7). Eighteen from the two counties moved more than 100 
miles, but explicable by ten trying their fortune in or near London and some circular 
migration.

64 E. J. Hobsbawm, ‘The labour aristocracy in nineteenth-century Britain’, in his Labouring Men: Studies 
in the History of Labour (London, 1964), reinvigorated the concept which has been much debated 
since; Hobsbawm, ‘Artisan or labour aristocrat?’, Economic History Review 2nd ser., 37 (1984), pp. 
355–72. 
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Distance (miles) Leics. craftspeople Notts. craftspeople

<10 12 24

11–20 5 6

21–30 6 9

31–40 2 2

41–50 5 3

51–100 7 6

101– 8 10

Table 7. Distances of migration of insolvent craftspeople.

Industrial migrants

In another Leicestershire group, 30 framework knitters became insolvent, only 
four of whom moved. A slightly lower number of insolvents (26) were described as 
labourers, only four of whom moved in highly circumscribed patterns of migration. 
Propensity to move was thus highest amongst those insolvents who engaged in 
retailing, followed by craftsmen. Although all mostly travelled in localised patterns, 
more of the retailers decided or were compelled to move over longer distances. 

In Leicestershire, only ten lacemakers were declared insolvent, all except one 
from Loughborough (the other Quorn), with a linkage in three instances with 
Nottingham. Crucially, seven lace manufacturers became financially not viable, 
located in Mountsorrel, Quorn, Sileby and Loughborough, a thread along the lower 
Soar valley. These events represented the beginnings of the eclipse of lacemaking in 
the county.

One of the distinctive features of the Nottinghamshire insolvents is the 
concentration of lacemakers in and around Nottingham in the decades after 1815 
(Fig. 2). Approximately 11 per cent of insolvents had been engaged in lacemaking, 
excluding lace manufacturers, agents, and machine builders. Ostensibly, 42 per 
cent of these insolvent lacemakers remained domiciled in one place, either in the 
suburban parishes outside Nottingham (30 per cent) or in the borough itself (12 per 
cent). Another feature, however, was the migration through the suburban parishes 
around the borough, but not into Nottingham. Lacemakers who became unredeemed 
debtors thus travelled with their occupation through Sneinton, Bulwell, Basford, 
Radford and Lenton. These movers through the outlying parishes accounted for 
almost 21 per cent of the insolvent lacemakers. Whilst a small number migrated out 
of the borough to the same suburban parishes, 14 per cent moved from the adjacent 
parishes into the borough. The industry, at least for those unsuccessfully engaged, 
thus produced a particular migrational pattern.

That pattern was sustained by movement from lacemaking through other trades, 
illustrating that lacemaking was not always the lowest position. This movement 
through the suburban parishes and into and out of Nottingham was replicated by 
Edward Bishop, who succumbed to insolvency in 1841. Subsequent to his occupation 
in lacemaking in Sneinton, he became a retail beerseller in Arnold, but returned to 
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Sneinton out of business. He then established himself in the county borough again 
as a beerseller in Court Street, after which he advanced to a shopkeeper in Radford. 
Unsuccessful, he finished up in Milk Street in the borough, out of business again.65

What lacemaking also provided, however, was a recourse for those who failed in 
other businesses, competitive with moving into and out of retail, licensed victualling 
and beerselling. New, sometimes temporary, makers of the looped fabrics, derived 
from watchmaking, grocery, innkeeping and victualling. The technique of looped 
fabric making required diligence, but the capital outlay (especially for domestic 
industry in putting out) was low. Thus Edward John Toone, on a downward 
trajectory, moved from Markfield (Leicestershire), where he had engaged in grocery 
and drapery, to Lenton (Nottinghamshire) temporarily as a lacemaker, then to 
Mansfield Road in Nottingham as a journeyman grocer, probably intending to 
return to independent trading rather than insolvency.66 Another grocer, James 
Wheatley, journeyed 63 miles from Market Stainton, to become a lacemaker in 

65  LG, Issue 20031, p. 2644; 20032, pp. 2679–80.
66  LG, Issue 19750, p. 1382.

Fig. 2. Movement of lacemakers through suburban parishes around Nottingham.
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Radford. Noticeably, he did not enter the borough of Nottingham, but became 
domiciled in one of the lacemaking suburban parishes.67 In presumably even greater 
straits, George Cole moved from Coningsby and Newton in Lincolnshire, where he 
had been occupied as a farmer and schoolmaster, to Hounds Gate in Nottingham in 
a new venture as a publican, then to Mansfield Road in the borough as a lacemaker 
and private tutor.68 In his case, both licensed victualling and lacemaking provided a 
low-capital escape. 

Lace agents and lace manufacturers have been omitted above, mainly because 
they occurred in much smaller numbers and were less at risk of migration – but 
not exclusively so. Half a dozen lace manufacturers became insolvent, mostly in 
Nottingham, but a couple in Sneinton. The movements of Stephen Lee are instructive, 
illustrating a concatenation of factors.69 Declared insolvent in 1829, his recorded 
career had commenced as a victualler in the middle of Nottingham; engaged in the 
same trade, he migrated to Ilkeston in Derbyshire. Subsequently, he returned to 
Nottingham to engage in lacemaking, but moved south to Loughborough, at that time 
another locale of lacemaking. The linkage between Nottingham and Loughborough 
was structured on the common development of lacemaking at this time, before the 
smaller, latter urban place diverged into hosiery. Then he resumed his old haunt of 
Nottingham, where he entered into partnership with two companions as lacemakers 
and machine builders. The members of the partnership changed and expanded. 
His solvency was eroded after he established himself as a lace manufacturer and 
superintendent of lace machines in the suburban parish of Basford. 

Agricultural insolvency

Insolvency in agriculture in Leicestershire was not unusual in the agrarian 
vicissitudes of the early nineteenth century, accounting for about 14 per cent of all 
the insolvencies in the county, comprising mainly farmers, with some graziers and 
millers. A high proportion, 56 per cent (68 of 121), did not move. Of the 53 who 
did move, most were described as farmer, but their movements, as indicated below, 
were highly circumscribed. A dozen of these migrant farmers became out of business 
and another four declined in status to labourer. The long distance migrants belonged 
to the trades of cattle sales or horse dealing, which involved movement to and near 
London. 

The farmers, as might be expected, thus remained markedly stable geographically, 
with little opportunity for movement. Of the 53 who did migrate, 60 per cent made 
a single move and another 25 per cent only two. When they moved, most (57 per 
cent) were constrained within a distance of 20 miles seeking alternative opportunity. 
With the exception of the livestock dealers, insolvent farmers were the least likely to 
move and the most geographically limited.

67  LG, Issue 17969, p. 1801 (1823).
68  LG, Issue 18546, p. 221 (1839).
69  LG, Issue 18546, p. 221.
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Metropolis and migrations

The extent to which retailers were attracted to London for prospective improvement 
in position (‘betterment’ migration, in this case not fulfilled) differed by county (Table 
8, col. 2). For the purposes of this assessment, internal migration within the boroughs 
of Leicester and Nottingham is excluded. The analysis seeks to discover, further, the 
nature of the geographical network with the metropolis, so thus includes migration 
from London to the two counties (Table 8, col. 3) and also circular migration which 
involved London (Table 8, col. 4). The circular migration includes both those whose 
origins were in the provinces (i.e. from the two counties to London and return) and 
Londoners who left the City but eventually made their way back. In this context, the 
suburbs of the City are included: Southwark; Islington; Bermondsey; Paddington; 
Pentonville; any proximate location which allowed access to a metropolitan market. 
The percentage of movements which involved the City (Table 8, col. 4) is the more 
precise indicator of connections between metropolis and the provincial shires. The 
difference in proportions by county potentially reflects the limit of an information 
field and the boundary of the penetration of London’s influence in the East Midlands. 
That differentiation can be estimated further by the relative involvement of the two 
county boroughs in movements to the City. In Leicestershire, 15 of the 32 movers 
to London originated from the borough of Leicester, but from the county borough 
further North, Nottingham, a higher proportion, 13 of 22 movers to the City.  
Figs 3 and 4 illustrate the relative dispersion of places of origin of migrants to 
London, reflecting a wider distribution through Leicestershire. The caveat remains, 
however, that the numbers are small.

County To London From London Circular Total (% all movements)

Leics. 32 11 13 56 (18.1)

Notts. 22 11 8 41 (9.2)

Table 8. The relative attraction of the metropolis.

The character of the movers to London is also somewhat unrepresentative, since 
it includes a few clergy, soldiers, gentleman’s servants, attorneys and attorney’s clerk, 
gentleman, comedians, all of whose careers necessitated such movements. These 
migrants, however, contributed only a small subset of the total number of movers 
to the City. Predominant amongst the movers were those who had already engaged 
in or became commission agents, mainly in textiles, again movement dictated by 
their occupation. Several cabinet makers cum joiners and bricklayers ventured to 
the capital, probably presuming that the building development of the City promised 
more remunerative employment.70 The principal characteristic of the movers to 
London was, however, the diversity of their occupations.

70 D. J. Olsen, ‘House upon house’, in The Victorian City: Images and Reality, ed. H. J. Dyos and M. 
Woolf  (London, 1973), pp. 320–58.
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Gender and migration

As remarked above, the data about migration presented here are thus somewhat 
specific in terms of social group and the event causing movement. Even more 
limiting is their concentration on male movement. Merely 2 per cent of all the 
insolvents in the two counties were female. Only a dozen of all the unfortunate 
female insolvents (under a third) had migrated before the declaration of their 
insolvency, all located in Nottinghamshire. A good proportion of these financially 
embarrassed women had inherited the debts of their late husbands, about a quarter 
described as widow, some with and others without an occupational status. Under 
a half (five) of these insolvent widows had migrated. These numbers are so small 
that quantitative assessment (‘probabilistic regularities’) are impossible.71 Instead, 
some illustrative examples can be invoked. Firstly, the same downward spiral of 
occupation and movement is observable: movement from Radford to Duffield from 
existence as a widow and publican to out of business; migration from Dunham 
to Fledborough associated with loss of independence as a straw bonnet maker to 

71 J. H. Goldthorpe, Sociology as a Population Science (Cambridge, 2016), for this imperative.

Fig. 3. Origins of movers from Leicestershire to London.
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‘menial servant’; entering Nottingham from adjacent Sneinton as a consequence of 
loss of trade as a victualler to indigence out of business; and internal movement in 
the borough of Nottingham correlative with decline from a plaster manufacturer 
and dealer in cement to out of business.72 Those illustrations indicate that when 
these women migrated, the distances covered were shortish, but not confined to 
adjacent locations. Long-distance migration did also occur, however. The milliner 
and dressmaker, Eleanor Hoggan, trekked over 150 miles from South Shields to 
Newark where she was engaged as an assistant milliner and dressmaker, becoming 
insolvent in 1830.73 Although quantitatively inferior, the data about female insolvent 
migrants seem to replicate the broad outlines of male insolvent migration in terms 
of the varying patterns. Women insolvent migrants were, nonetheless, engaged in a 
much more restricted range of occupations, mostly concentrated in retailing, even 

72 LG, Issue 19552, p. 2716 (Ellen Coe, ‘menial servant’); Issue 19749, p. 1356 (Ann Veni, dealer in 
cement).

73 LG, Issue 18685, p. 1067 (court house at Nottingham).

Fig. 4. Origins of movers from Nottingham to Londoners.
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when that process had been the unfortunate legacy from their late husbands. To 
clarify, however, not all had demonstrably received these financial problems through 
marriage; there is no suggestion, for example, that the cheesemonger, Ann Allcroft, 
who moved from Gateford near Worksop to Sheffield, had ever been in partnership.74 
The third notice of her intended release from imprisonment in York Castle in 1772 
makes no mention of marital status.

CONCLUSIONS

There remain (at least) two inter-related contexts which should be addressed. Firstly, 
a transformation of the character of business and clientele in local courts for debt 
has been posited. By the early nineteenth century, these local fora had become the 
venue for indebtedness of the labouring poor rather than the middling sort. The 
concomitant result was a change in the attitude towards indebtedness. Whereas 
indebtedness had previously been approached through an ideology of credit as the 
necessary lubricant of the economy and insolvency as a misfortune, indebtedness 
now became stigmatised as the moral deficiency of the poor.75 The composition of 
the insolvents in our context did not alter significantly. Numbers of labouring poor 
were not introduced into the petitions for insolvency. The attitude towards insolvents 
was probably transformed, however, in alignment with a general supposition of 
delinquency in excessive indebtedness. The accumulation of unsecured debt beyond 
redemption incurred stigma. Incarceration for debt meant in most cases that the 
insolvent retailers when released were effectively paupers, subject to the shame of 
poverty. These retailers had forfeited their assets and livelihood, whilst their creditors 
had taken the hit of ‘haircuts’, reduced dividends and fractions of their entitlement. 
In such circumstances, migration of the insolvent became a necessary recourse. 

Although the numbers of insolvent migrants relative to the emergent middling 
sort and middle class was small, their composition illustrates several points: the 
existence of risk; the resultant exigency of migration to escape commercial shame; the 
shading of the middle sort down into labouring people; and the lack of homogeneity 
of the middle class, whatever its ideological unity. The migrations also reflect the 
difficulty of establishing new enterprise in unfamiliar locations, reflected in some 
continued movement and circular migration. The latter did not reflect success and 
return, but failure and reliance on support networks at home. To some extent too, 
the distances of migration were influenced by the character of the occupation, capital 
requirements and the economic impediments of re-establishing a business, reflected 
in the differences between retail and craft insolvents. Distance-decay impacted more 
in the context of migration to London from small-town and rural locations in the 
two counties.76

74 LG, Issue 11251, p. 6.
75 Finn, The Character of Credit, pp. 152–5; P. Johnson, ‘Class in Victorian England’, Past & Present 

141 (1993), pp. 147–69.
76 D. Gregory, ‘The friction of distance? Information circulation and the mails in early nineteenth-century 

England’, Journal of Historical Geography 13 (1987), pp. 130–54.
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CANAL BANK ‘COMMUNITY’? 
LOUGHBOROUGH’S BOAT FAMILIES

Dave Postles

The ebbing and flowing of ‘community studies’ has recently bequeathed some 
discussion about the relative importance of practice or action, or social relations, 
as against symbolism, sentiment or ethos. Which is prior? Can one exist without 
the influence of the other? Over 30 years ago, Mary Prior examined these issues 
(if not in current terminology) in her deep study of Fisher Row in Oxford, a canal-
side ‘community’. Superficially, Fisher Row seems paradigmatic of these urban 
edge ‘communities’. Here, as part of a longer-time project on the development 
of Loughborough, an analysis is made of a seemingly corresponding canal-side 
neighbourhood of boatmen inhabiting the streets around Regent Wharf in that 
town, located precisely in the context of recent discussion about the character of 
‘community’.

Canal building and improvements in river navigation have attracted multi-faceted 
research, but often not inter-related to present a coherent, overall image. So complex 
are the issues. The technological feats perhaps received the earliest and probably 
most continuous interest, initiated by the enthusiasm of L. T. C. Rolt, and David 
and Charles Hadfield. As a consequence, biographies of particular navigations have 
constantly appeared, not least, in this current context, The Leicester Line, by Phil 
Stephens.1 Rolt was, however, also engaged by the people of the waterways, and his 
and his wife’s enchantment has been represented on television and the wider media.2 
That aspect is addressed here, as will be elucidated further below. In the economic 
sphere, the financial investment and speculation which supported the construction 
of the waterways has been expertly addressed by Ward, so that the popular 
imagination of the ‘canal mania’ has been eruditely situated in the contemporary 
political economy.3

Although Rolt and his acolytes were concerned to illuminate the life of the boat 
families, their concentration relied almost exclusively on oral accounts and visual 
illustration, thus refracted through later and declining livelihood, life-course and 
lived environment. It was not until the exploration of Fisher Row in Oxford by Mary 
Prior that a more holistic representation of a ‘boat community’ became available. To 
a large extent, this present analysis of the boat families of the lower Soar Navigation 
has been stimulated by, complements and contrasts with Prior’s prior considerations. 
It also arises, however, from a longer-term project on Loughborough. The canal-
side neighbourhood of Loughborough cannot be considered in isolation from the 
other boat families in villages between Belgrave and the debouching of the river 

1 P. A. Stevens, The Leicester Line: A History of the Old Union and Grand Union Canals (Newton 
Abbott, David & Charles, 1972).

2 In particular, T. Rolt, The Inland Waterways of England (London, Allen & Unwin, 1950).
3 J. R. Ward, The Finance of Canal Building in Eighteenth-century England (Oxford, Oxford University 

Press, 1974).
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navigation into the Trent, nor without comparison with the boat ‘community’, its 
attributes and facets, in Fisher Row.

What follows is therefore a longish introduction into the characteristics 
of the boat ‘community’ in Fisher Row, and a more contemporary dissection 
of the notion(s) of ‘community’ by contrast with neighbourhood. In the case of 
‘community’ in Fisher Row, there is a coalescence of the C-word as occupational 
integrity (and exclusiveness) and place as ‘community’. Reference to those idea(l)s is 
reconsidered later.

Fisher Row is situated in what was the western extremity of Oxford, in the parish 
of St Thomas. The neighbourhood consisted almost entirely of fisher families and 
canal boatmen, the former the genealogically core kinship groups.4 ‘In St Thomas’s 
the older families continued, and amongst the most stable were those of the bargemen 
and fishermen.’5 There was an occupational homogeneity or integrity, which tended 
to exclusiveness. Located on the periphery of the urban entity, Fisher Row thus 
existed as an ‘isolate’ community, especially because of its social, occupational and 
geographical endogamy: intermarriage within the local families of the canal-side 
‘community’, with reduced contact with the rest of the population of Oxford.6 

Yet in what does ‘community’ inhere and how did Fisher Row conform to that 
category? Community studies have waxed and waned over the last 60-odd years. 
Approaches have variously emphasised the symbolic construction of community, the 
imagined community and (very recently) the realist, action-based community.7 The 
discussion has particularly cohered around the issue of boundaries. Although many 
of the earliest of the ‘community studies’ gravitated to rural settings, revisited in the 
1990s, one of the most formative considered the working-class terraced housing 
in the east end of London, and another, attempting to redress the rural emphasis, 
explored the market town of Banbury.8 First, we can partly discount the ‘imagined 
community’ of the late Benedict Anderson, for it was concerned with the formation 
of national sentiment (‘national consciousness’) facilitated by ‘print capitalism’.9 The 
earliest sociological examination of ‘community’ concentrated on rural localities.10 
Such idyllic and (then seemingly immutable) organisms are inappropriate to the  

4 M. Prior, Fisher Row: Fishermen, Bargemen & Canal Boatmen in Oxford 1500–1900 (Stroud, 
Phillimore & Co., 2015; originally Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1982), p. 231.

5 Prior, Fisher Row, p. 34.
6 Prior, Fisher Row, p. 201 and passim.
7 Anthony P. Cohen, The Symbolic Construction of Community (London, Routledge, 1985); Benedict 

Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism (London, 
Verso, 1983); Vered Amit (ed.), Realizing Community: Concepts, Social Relationships and Sentiments 
(London, Routledge, 2002) (action-based, realist), especially John Gray, ‘Community as place-making: 
ram auctions in the Scottish borderland’, at pp. 38–59.

8 The most perceptive recapitulation is Graham Crow and Graham Allan, Community Life: An 
Introduction to Local Social Relations (London, Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1994), esp. pp. 1–44, but also 
Gerard Delany, Community (London, Routledge, 2003), pp. 34–49; for recent re-visitation of the rural 
locus, Brian Short (ed.), The English Rural Community: Image and Analysis (Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 1992), and Michael M. Bell, Childerley: Nature and Morality in a Country Village 
(Chicago, IL, University of Chicago Press, 1994); Margaret Stacey, Tradition and Change: A Study of 
Banbury (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1960).

9 Imagined Communities.
10 All recapitulated in Crow and Allan, Community Life. 
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urban context. The working-class terraced district of London, examined by Young 
and Willmott, contains some of the characteristics, but elides the issues of competition 
for resources, internal hierarchy and exclusion, identified in Winston Parva (South 
Wigston) by Elias and Scotson.11 Discounting the latter’s criticisms, Crow and 
Allan rehabilitated the notion of ‘community’, which inherently involved issues of 
resources, hierarchy, and exclusion, without detracting from the ideal. Crow and 
Allan resurrected ‘community’ in both place and occupational schema. Reference 
has been made above to both ‘imagined community’ and ‘isolate’ community. Here 
we encounter Cohen’s ‘symbolic construction of community’, in which ‘community’ 
involves sentiment for locality, but Cohen’s ‘community’ is ‘isolate’ in the sense 
of remote, contained and strictly bounded. Fisher Row might be conceived to be 
physically constrained and bounded by natural and artificial restrictions, but it was 
hardly isolate in the same way as Cohen’s Whalsay in the Shetland Islands. In fact, 
the notion of ‘social imagination’ as ‘community’ has once again been critiqued 
as an a priori category. How do we construct that ‘social imagination’ without 
social action? One emphasis then is to reinsert the ‘social’ and to understand how 
interactions produce that ‘imaginary’.12 Specifically in the urban context, it should 
not be assumed that locality (place) is more than neighbourhood as contrasted 
with ‘community’. In neighbourhoods, interactions (networks) are often selective; 
proximity does not produce ‘community’.13 (This bibliographical byway is intended 
to delineate the main lines of analysis of the concept of ‘community’, excluding 
work which has been more focused on policy and prescription.)

Those sociological and ethnographic investigations of twentieth-century local 
society informed historical research into places as communities in the past. One 
especial strand proposed that specialised occupational groupings which formed, 
because of the nature of their work, on the edges of places, developed into ‘isolate’ 
communities. Examples would thus comprise: the fishing families of, for example, 
Robin Hoods Bay in North Yorkshire in the nineteenth century; the textile hamlets, 
first in the rural countryside and then on the edges of existing urban places in 
Lancashire in the nineteenth century; and very pertinently for exploration here, 
the fisher and boat families of Fisher Row on the western extremity of Oxford.14 
Industrial edge ‘communities’ on the periphery of urban places inherently have many 
characteristics in common. In the case of Loughborough canal-side development, 
however, occupational homogeneity was not one of the features.

Many differences are immediately obvious between Fisher Row and the 
Loughborough canal-side populations, simply by reference to the census 
returns. Fisher Row boatmen were absent on the census date in 1841; not so in 
Loughborough and, indeed, the boat families of the lower Soar (with occasional 
exceptions).15 Concomitantly in Fisher Row, with ‘the man on the move’, women 

11 M. Young and P. Willmott, Family and Kinship in East London (London, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
1957); N. Elias and J. Scotson, The Established and the Outsiders (London, Routledge, 1965).

12 Amit (ed.), Realizing Community, with a rejoinder by Cohen at pp. 165–70.
13 G. Delany, Community.
14 J. D. Marshall, ‘Colonisation as a factor in the planting of towns in north-west England’, in H. J. Dyos 

(ed.), The Study of Urban History (London, Edward Arnold, 1968), pp. 215–30; Prior, Fisher Row.
15 Prior, Fisher Row, p. 232.

Cre
at
ed

 in
 M

as
te
r P

DF 
Ed

ito
r

74



140  dave postles

provided ‘community stability’; in Loughborough and the lower Soar in general, 
women furnished the networks with other occupational groupings locally, 
particularly textiles, hosiery and lace. Whilst Fisher Row women’s networks were 
inward, women in the lower Soar valley fostered the external networks, which 
subverts the usual comprehension of male and female networks: work-related and 
domestic-related.16 The only immediately obvious correlation between Oxford 
and Loughborough (and the lower Soar valley) is the apogee of the occupation in 
1851 and its rapid decline thereafter, which was, however, consistent in all boat 
enterprises.17

Fisher Row has become paradigmatic of ‘isolate’ communities established 
through the locational factor of specialised occupations, and has, in particular, 
defined boat families.18 The separation of canal and navigation kinship networks 
away from the centre of existing parishes, often in new hamlets, has become an 
anticipated pattern. The new wharfs constructed were at some distance from the 
established village, as at Kilby Wharf on the Grand Union, Woolsthorpe Wharf on 
the Grantham Canal, or the boatmen’s hamlet at Braunston in Northamptonshire.19 
In Oxford, both wharves, on the Thames at Folly Bridge and on the canal at Fisher 
Row, were remote, almost exclusive ‘communities’ of barge and boat families. In 
Leicester, the northern wharf was situated at a distance from the urban centre, 
connected by the long trek along Wharf Street. The expansion of and investment in 
the canal system in the late eighteenth century promoted the development of these 
remote hamlets and wharves.

To the north of Leicester, along the Leicester Navigation (later part of the Grand 
Union), Loughborough developed as a waterway transit and distribution point. 
Between 1780 and the end of the eighteenth century, the town was connected 
northwards towards Nottingham by a new cut and eastwards to the Leicester 
Navigation, slightly in advance of the arrival of the Oxford Canal at Fisher Row 
in Oxford in 1790.20 The latter route circulated the north and east of the town 
constructing a new boundary. The least salubrious sector of the town was selected 
for the new wharf (Regent Wharf), logically for the first connection northwards 
towards Nottingham, but reasonably too because the area had a traditional 
inhospitable association. The Rushes, as the designation implies, constituted a low-
lying, watery environment. It was dissected by Wood Brook, which fed into the new 
cuts. Wood Brook formed another internal boundary obstructing urban expansion 
along the northern and western perimeter of the town, for it was lined for much of 
its way, along Wards End and Devonshire Square, by dyeworks and other industrial 
premises which discharged into the stream. The initial developments in the Rushes 
thus consisted of the new wharf, the gas works, a brewery, several lodging houses 
and further along Derby Road, after 1834 the new union workhouse. A location thus 

16 Prior, Fisher Row, pp. 236, 242.
17 Prior, Fisher Row, p. 240.
18 Prior, Fisher Row, pp. 12 (‘an occupational enclave … almost an extreme case’), 13 (‘occupational 

community’), 34 (older, continuous families), 206 (‘community … isolation’).
19 Prior, Fisher Row, p. 201 (Braunston).
20 Prior, Fisher Row, p. 265.

Cre
at
ed

 in
 M

as
te
r P

DF 
Ed

ito
r

75



canal bank ‘community’? loughborough’s boat families   141

originally insalubrious by nature became polluted for urban housing development 
by the early nineteenth century.21 

The locality had the potential for the formation of a remote, isolate boat 
‘community’. It was indeed here that the preponderance of the boat families 
congregated, along Canal Bank and Bridge Street. Several issues are addressed here 
about this agglomeration of families, in the light of previous ‘community studies’, 
and especially by comparison and in contrast to Fisher Row, the nearest analogous 
settlement already examined. The progressive clustering was voluntary to the extent 
that Loughborough had an optimal size: distance to work was minimal from any 
part of the built-up area to another.

First, the size of the boat population must be established. As Prior indicated 
for Fisher Row, the census enumerators’ returns might be defective. In Oxford, 
boat people were busily engaged on Sundays in the work of loading and unloading, 
so a census conducted on that day was probably defective.22 She compensated by 
demographic reconstruction from the parish registers of St Thomas, Oxford. In 
Loughborough, the census does not appear to have suffered to the same extent from 
this deficiency, so it seems a sufficient point of departure. The following data exclude 
crew on boats on the canal which were visiting and consisted of foreign members. 
The information comprises households – that is, where the head of the household was  
a designated boatman – and singletons – usually a son in a household whose head was  
not a boatman. For clarification, these boat families and individuals inhabited houses 

21 D. Sibley, Geographies of Exclusion (London, Routledge, 1995), pp. 53–60.
22 Prior, Fisher Row, p. 232.

Fig. 1. The vicinity of Regent Wharf, Loughborough.
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in the town, mostly concentrated near Regent Wharf, but some dispersed through 
the town. Most of Loughborough’s boat people lived in houses, not on boats.23

Fisher Row contained a marginally smaller complement of boatmen: 32 and 34 in 
1841 and 1851, declining precipitately to 13 in 1861 and ten in 1871.24 The eclipse 
of boat families in both Oxford and Loughborough was associated, in a complex 
way, with the arrival of the railway in Oxford in 1844 and in Loughborough in 
1848.25

It is evident, nonetheless, that the boat families were predominantly geographically 
endogenous. Most heads of boat households in the nineteenth century had been 
born in Loughborough. For 1841, of course, the information is not available. In the 
1851 census, 16 of the heads of 25 boat households had their origins in the town; in 
1861, 21 out of 25; in 1871, 18 of 22; in 1881, 17 of 20; and in 1891, nine of 11. 
The recruitment of singletons exhibited the same characteristic: six of seven in 1851 
born in the town; three of six in 1881; and five of eight in 1891. (The other census 
years are complicated by visiting boats in the wharf.)

A high degree of geographical marital endogamy also obtained. Between 50 and 
64 per cent of the wives in the enumerators’ returns between 1851 and 1891 had 
been born in the town. Other female partners derived from the parishes in the Soar 
valley towards Leicester, especially those which had boat families, at Barrow and 
Mountsorrel. The geographical, topographical, occupational and economic unity 
or homogeneity of the upper Soar valley, between the town and Leicester, made 
such networks inevitable. Some form of textile industry – stockings and socks in 
particular – pervaded Rothley, Barrow, Quorn, Sileby, Thurmaston, Birstall and 
Belgrave.26

Despite the visits of boats from considerable distances, marriage formation with 
boat families from afar did not arise. In 1861, boats in Regent Wharf probably 
originated from Leicester (Shakespear), Oxford (William) and London (Providence 
Protect and Charlotte). A decade later, boats there had arrived from Stoke Bruerne 
(Prince of Wales and Daniel ORourks) and Kings Sutton (Sarah and Fanny), and 

23 Compare Prior, Fisher Row, p. 222. 
24 Prior, Fisher Row, p. 233. Table 1 is based on The National Archives (TNA), HO107/595/6, fo. 

3-/595/12, fo. 6; HO107/2085, fos 7–363; RG9/2273, fo. 3-/2275, fo. 57; RG10/3254, fo. 6-/3257, fo. 
24; RG11/3144, fo. 6-/3146, fo. 86; RG12/2514, fo. 7-/2516, fo. 95.

25 Prior, Fisher Row, pp. 288, 306–10.
26 E.g. TNA, RG9/2282, fos 102–31 (stockings and sock weavers in Thurmaston), RG9/2279, fos 87–

123 (Sileby framework knitters and sock knitters).

Census Households Singletons

1841 52 11
1851 25  7
1861 25  5
1871 22  6
1881 20  6
1891 11  8

Table 1. The boat people of Loughborough, 1841–91.
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perhaps elsewhere.27 Networks were not established with longer-distance boat 
families. The land-based boat families of Loughborough did not engage closely 
with the long-distance water-based families (although some unusually canal-based 
families were listed in 1861 and 1871 on the Fulham and the Providence). 

As the area around the wharf developed, so the boatmen began to congregate in 
the adjacent streets, on Canal Bank and Bridge Street. Their clustering here was a 
natural propensity, of course. On the other hand, they did not comprise a distinct 
‘community’ in terms of place; nor did they exhibit absolute residential propinquity. 
If, for example, households are analysed on Canal Bank in 1861, the occupational 
diversity is considerable: interspersed with the eight households headed by boatmen 
were four agricultural labourers, an agricultural machine maker, farmers of 30 and 
80 acres, and an occasional gardener; retailers encompassing a grocer, a blacksmith/
victualler, licensed victuallers (Albion Inn and Boat Inn) and a coal merchant; small 
producers or trades comprehending a cordwainer, a bricklayer, a bootmaker, a 
journeyman shoemaker and a wagoner; four widows and a widower; textile workers 
including three worsted framework knitters, a cotton warp-loom weaver, two cotton 
hose seamers and an Angola factory hand; industrial workers such as the railway 
platelayer, the engine worker at a dye works and the stoker at the nearby gasworks; 
a clerk and a letter carrier; and the premises of the iron foundry and steam flour 
mill. None of the boatmen were immediate neighbours, although eight inhabited 
households at one remove (‘next door but one’.) Their nearest households included 
the grocer, framework knitters and hose seamers, a cordwainer, the blacksmith/
victualler, the bricklayer, a widow, an agricultural labourer, the engine worker, a 
farmer, a loom weaver, the stoker, and two widows.28 The composition of Bridge 
Street was consistent.

The movement to the locality around the wharf is reflected in the census returns 
in 1841 and 1851. In 1841 the boatmen’s habitations were more dispersed through 
the town. Although there was a concentration near the wharf, a number of boat 
families existed at some remove from the rest. Bridge Street was inhabited by 11 
boat families, Canal Bank by six, The Rushes by four. Three boat families had 
accommodation on Derby Road, and across that thoroughfare, two in the recently 
constructed Regent Street. To the north of the basin, six boat families were located 
in Meadow Lane and three in John Street. Some families, however, had at least 
temporarily rented housing towards the centre of the town, in Ashby Square, 
Sparrow Hill and Baxtergate, and others distributed in Rectory Place, Mill Lane, 
North Street, Spring Gardens, Moira Street and Railway Terrace. Some 35 boat 
households thus had accommodation in the immediate vicinity of the wharf, but a 
number preferred to settle for other areas of the town.29

With the decline in numbers of boat families after 1851 was associated a further 
concentration near the wharf; 19 families now congregated in Canal Bank, Bridge 
Street, Dead Lane and The Rushes, predominantly the first two roads. Other 

27 TNA, RG9/2274, fo. 88; RG10/3256, fo. 34.
28 TNA, RG9/2274, fos 68–82.
29 For urban tenants, D. Englander, Landlord and Tenant in Urban Britain, 1838–1918 (Oxford, Oxford 

University Press, 1983).
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households were now only situated in Nottingham Road, Rectory Place, Railway 
Terrace and John Street. This more circumscribed pattern persisted to the end of 
the century, with a few exceptional instances of families located in Greenclose Lane 
(not far from the basin), Meadow Lane, Court A in High Street, Conery Passage, 
Factory Street, Sparrow Hill, Duke Street, Pinfold Street and Mill Lane, but these 
latter families inhabited these outlying locations only briefly.

The boat families remained urban tenants, not proprietors. In 1848 the property 
in Bridge Street, for example, was owned by some 30 landlords, none of whom can 
be identified as boat households.30

The industrial development of the town provided alternative employment to the 
canal. In 1861, although seven wives were defined as ‘boatman’s wife’, the vast 
number of wives in boat households were engaged in the textile industry – at least 
18 – comprising cotton hosiery factory hands, seamers, spinners and stitchers, 
Angola and Merino factory workers, and lace runners. Accordingly, daughters also 
gravitated to these occupations in the expanding textile factories and warehouses. 
Whilst the eldest son often followed in the father’s occupation on the canal, other 
male siblings also found employment in the textile industry.

These arrangements can be illustrated by some particular families. Charles 
Jardine’s two eldest sons joined him as boatmen, but the two daughters became lace 
runners.31 Whilst the daughter of George Matlock entered a worsted factory, the 
son, younger than the daughter, was engaged by his father as a boat boy and then 
boatman.32 The same situation obtained in the household of Samuel Simmonds, 
whose eldest son became a boatman, but of the two younger male twins, one joined 
his father and elder brother, and the other was engaged as a framework knitter. His 
daughter also entered the textile trade as a hosiery seamer.33 Finally, Caleb Simmons 
had two daughters and two sons. Both daughters were employed as hosiery factory 
hands. The eldest son was employed by Caleb as a boatman, but the younger son 
(by three years) was engaged in a dyeworks.34

The life-course of boat people has been explained, but is perhaps worth 
recapitulation here. Boat boys were recruited from the age of ten on the 
Loughborough boats, a status which they retained until the transitional age of 15.35 
At 15, they qualified as ‘boatmen’.36 The intervention of the various canal acts in 
the 1880s might have resulted in some change in designation, for a male of 12 
was defined as a ‘boatman’s assistant’ in 1891.37 From then to the end of life, the 
boatman worked on the navigation relentlessly. None of the boatmen in the census 
for Loughborough was described as ‘retired boatman’, which obtained with some 

30 Record Office for Leicestershire, Leicester and Rutland (ROLLR), DE1834/125 (rate book, December 
1848).

31 TNA, HO107/595/6, fo. 18; RG9/2274, fo. 68.
32 TNA, RG11/3145.
33 TNA, RG10/3256, fo. 25.
34 TNA, RG10/3256, fo. 24.
35 TNA, RG9/2274, fo. 88 (ten years of age).
36 TNA, HO107/595/6, fos 5, 34, 41; HO107/595/8, fo. 25; RG11/3144, fo. 104.
37 TNA, RG12/2154, fo. 50.
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other occupations. Half a dozen boatmen enumerated in the census returns had 
attained the age of at least 70; the eldest, 76, still active in the role.38

Between 1851 and 1891, the average age of the married boatmen seemed to rise, 
as indicated in Table 2.

The inclusion of a 75-year-old widower boatman (Thomas Attenboro) in 1891 
would slightly increase the average age.39 Seven of the 11 married boatmen in 1891 
had attained the age of 40 or older. Although there were some new recruits, their 
number was limited as commerce declined on the navigation.

The various listings present some ambiguities, nonetheless, resulting from 
combined occupations. In particular, the census returns included as boatmen those 
who were engaged as independent coal merchants and traders. Whilst the elder 
Caleb Simmons was designated a ‘boatman’ in the census, aged 70 and still working, 
the directories included him amongst the coal merchants, in both 1828 and 1846.40 
Similarly, John Jennings and William Gee were described as ‘boatman’ in the census, 
but as coal merchant in the same directories.41 This status differentiated them 
from the other ‘boatmen’, for they were engaged as independent traders in a staple 
commodity. Before the advent of the railway, the transhipment and transit of coal 
depended on the earliest boatmen like Simmons, Jennings and Gee, an arrangement 
which evaporated after mid-century.

The subsequent generations of boatmen probably consisted of employed workers 
on fly boats, making frequent, short trips between Loughborough, and Nottingham 
and Leicester. The character of that activity permitted their permanent domicile on 
land, in the houses constructed by the wharves. The fly boats had already become 
established, of course, at an earlier time. Pickford & Co.’s and Elia Coleman & Co’s 
fly boats were operating through Loughborough in 1828, daily to Nottingham.42 In 
1855, fly boats to Leicester, Derby, Burton and Nottingham were managed by the 
Grand Junction Canal Company.43 Towards the end of the century, even though 
the canal trade was declining, Fellows, Morton & Co. had taken control of the fly 
boats, from its establishment at 59 Nottingham Road.44

38 E.g. TNA, HO107/595/8, fo. 18; RG10/3254, fo. 99; RG11/3145, fo. 10.
39 TNA, RG11/3145, fo. 70.
40 TNA, RG9/2275, fo. 41; Pigot & Co’s National Commercial Directory for 1828–9, p. 495; White’s 

Directory 1846, p. 286.
41 TNA, HO107/2085.
42 Pigot 1828, p. 497.
43 Post Office Directory of Derbyshire, Leicestershire, Nottinghamshire and Rutlandshire (London, 

1855), p. 274.
44 Wright’s Directory of Leicestershire 1887–8 (Sheffield, 1888), p. 481.

Census date Mean Stand. dev. Median

1851 40.4 13.23606 37.4
1861 42.4 14.44056 38.4
1871 43.4 14.51679 41.5
1881 42.2 13.65592 41.4
1891 43.4 16.05162 42.4

Table 2. Average age of boatmen in the census returns, 1851–91.
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The fortunes of George Wood are synonymous with the decline of the water-
borne trade through Loughborough. Wood was an immigrant to Loughborough, 
a native of Armitage in Staffordshire, on the Trent navigation. In the 1841 census, 
he was assumed to be a coal merchant, but in 1861 was described as a wharfinger, 
the two occupations not exclusive. By 1851 he was aged 62.45 Wood & Shaw had 
embarked upon a partnership as coal merchants from the Duke of York’s Wharf on 
Nottingham Road.46 When the partnership was dissolved, Wood continued as sole 
proprietor.47 To supplement his income, Wood acted in various other capacities. He 
provided the agency for the fly boats of both the Grand Junction Canal Company 
and J. & W. Soresby.48 By 1836, however, he, as surviving partner of Wood & Shaw, 
wharfingers and coal merchants, had already become bankrupt, a situation which 
persisted intermittently for at least the next 20 years.49

Any assessment of the existence or otherwise of a boat ‘community’ requires 
investigation of the social activity which was necessary for the inculcation of 
a ‘community ethic’. The principal indicator comprises marriage formation, to 
what extent boat people concluded marriages within their own occupation or 
through neighbourhood ties with other occupational groups. There are, of course, 
constraints on the numbers of potential occupationally endogamous marriages. The 
exchange of partners was limited by the smallness of the number of boat families 
and their declining cohort. It seems evident that boat activity was a predominantly 
male occupation, for wives and daughters were engaged in textile trades, at home 
and in factories. The number of eligible male boatmen thus restricted the inter-
marriage of boat families. Equally, however, the involvement of the women of boat 
families in textiles provided opportunities for networks outside the boat families. 
The heterogeneous occupations in the canal-side neighbourhood also opened and 
increased those opportunities for external networks. There are, therefore, some 
ambiguities which cannot be fully quantified or assessed.

Considering first marriages of grooms who were boatmen, between 1838 and 
1875, 15 boatmen married daughters of boatmen, but 65 married daughters from 
other occupational groupings.50 The concentration of these boat family inter-
marriages occurred, however, before 1852 – that is, at the apogee of the boat economy; 
11 of the 15 were arranged in 1838 to 1851 inclusive. Obviously, the opportunities 
for such ‘alliances’ declined after 1851 as the number of boat families diminished. 
Reflecting merely on the instrumental aspects, inter-marriage not only represented 
networks and contacts, but also meant that both parties understood the rigour of 
the experience of boat life, even though the family was domiciled on land on and 
around Canal Bank. On the other hand, precisely because the family was land-based 
presented advantages for wives to originate in non-boat families to pursue work to 
supplement the household income. Numerous brides thus derived from framework 

45 TNA, HO107/2085, fo. 37; HO107/595/8, fo. 45.
46 Pigot 1828, p. 495.
47 White 1846, p. 286.
48 Post Office Directory 1855, p. 274.
49 The London Gazette, Issue 19351, p. 183; Issue 19955, p. 505; Issue 22014, p. 2183.
50 ROLLR, DE667/17–20. 
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knitting families. Deep contacts between some traditional boat families inevitably 
resulted in inter-marriage. As an example, Francis Kilbourn, boatman, of Bridge 
Street – son of John, boatman – took as his spouse Charlotte Matlock – daughter of 
Thomas, a boatman of Regent Street. Thomas Gee, boatman – son of the boatman 
William – contracted marriage with Mary – daughter of the boatman John Shephard 
– of Canal Bank. Both formal liaisons occurred in 1843, when opportunities for 
inter-marriage were highest.51 Despite these strong attachments, the vast majority 
of boatmen, even before 1851, elicited spouses from other occupational groupings. 
Neighbourhood was as important for contacts as occupation.

As might be expected, daughters of boatmen predominantly also married 
outside the boat families – 46 espoused partners, who did not descend from boat 
families, derived from more than 20 different occupations, but, with the increasing 
importance of textile production in the town, 17 framework knitters. Labourers 
comprised nine other grooms, consistent with the occupational structure of the 
location around the canal basin. A very few liaisons reflected both longstanding 
connections and transformation in the position of boat families. In 1865, Joshua 
Simmons, a widower and labourer – son of John the boatman – married Charlotte 
Kilburn, widow – daughter of the boatman Thomas Matlock.52 Female offspring 
tended, however, not only to be engaged in other occupations, but also to make their 
contacts outside the boat families. 

What was significant for both male and female members of boat families was 
locality, fundamentally because of the social composition of the area around the canal 
basin. Marriages were endogamous by social status and location. In 63 marriages, 
the partners dwelt at the time of the ceremony in the same street, particularly North 
Street (16 matches), Canal Bank (12 marriages) and Bridge Street (11 unions). 
Another 27 ceremonies were conducted for marriage partners who inhabited the 
locality around the canal basin at a remove of one street from each other. 

Although Loughborough had several wharves and, in particular, Regent Wharf, 
it did not constitute the only settlement with boat families between Leicester and the 
town. Above has been noted the origins of some wives of Loughborough boatmen 
in, for example, Mountsorrel. The significance of Mountsorrel is reflected in the 
migration of the youngest Caleb Simmons from Loughborough to Mountsorrel. 
Three Caleb Simmons were returned as boatmen in Loughborough in the early 
nineteenth century. The youngest was reported as aged 27, married to Mary, and 
inhabiting Bridge Street in Loughborough in 1851. Both he and his spouse had been 
born in the town. No further reference is made to this family in the subsequent 
census returns for the town. In 1861, Caleb, aged 37, reappeared in the census for 
Mountsorrel, married to Mary Jane, both born in Loughborough. Their first, third 
and fourth children were born in Mountsorrel and the second in Loughborough. 
It appears that this boatman had removed from Bridge Street in Loughborough to 
Neat’s Yard in Mountsorrel North.53

51 ROLLR, DE667/17, pp. 165, 176.
52 ROLLR, DE667/19, p. 147.
53 TNA, HO107/2085; RG9/2280, fo. 31.
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This pattern was followed by George Street(s), who inhabited North Street in 
Loughborough in 1841. By 1851, he had relocated to Mountsorrel North with his 
wife, Maria (originally from Narborough). This transition occurred early in their 
family formation, for in 1841 George’s age was rounded up to 30 and Maria’s down 
to 20. Their actual ages in 1851 were respectively 36 and 32. Two of their children 
had been born in Loughborough, George’s home town, and one in Mountsorrel.54

Figure 2 represents the other vills above Leicester which contained settled boat 
families and, in some cases, visiting boats on the navigation: Birstall; Thurmaston; 
Mountsorrel; Barrow upon Soar, Quorndon; Loughborough; Kegworth; and 
Hemington. Boat families congregated in Mountsorrel North, although one such 
household was situated in South. In 1861, perhaps the apogee since fewer boat families 
appeared in the 1841 and 1851 census returns, ten boat households were enumerated 
in the township and a singleton boatman. All were domiciled in houses, on land, not 
water, several in Pleasant Row. Although in close proximity, they were not adjacent 
or immediate neighbours.55 Seven of the 20 partners (1861) had their origins in the 
township; three derived from Loughborough; and five from proximate villages along 
the navigation. Opportunities existed in the township for non-boat employment. The 
five children of James Woodhouse, inhabiting Briggs Yard, were engaged as quarry 
men (two), a stocking seamer (daughter) and brickyard boys (two).56 

54 TNA, HO107/595/6, fo. 41; HO107/2087, fo. 185.
55 TNA, HO107/594/7, fos 7–8, 10, 17, 19; HO107/595/18, fo. 6; HO107/2087, fos 185, 187, 199, 

325, 329; RG9/2280, fos 4, 29–31, 38–9.
56 TNA, HO107/2087, fo. 329.

Fig. 2. Places north of Leicester with boat families.
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Barrow did not apparently attain the same population of boat families. In 1841 
three boat households existed in Bridge Street, but only one and two singletons in 
1851.57 What seems to have distinguished Barrow was its mooring facilities. In the 
latter census, three boats were moored, one of which seems to have been a local 
enterprise, but the other two (a boat and butty?) were occupied in longer-distance 
trade. In 1861 a similar return was compiled, but with three longer-distance boats 
moored up.58 

Towards Leicester, Birstall and Thurmaston had a few boat households; Birstall 
probably at its zenith in 1841 when three such families were registered.59 Kegworth, 
at the north end of the county, was in 1861 the domicile of three boat families.60 None 
of the partners had been born in the parish, but all, apart from William Bramley from 
Leicester and Benjamin David from Coleorton, had been born in the vicinity along 
the navigation, in Sutton Bonington and Ratcliffe on Soar. All the wives, in 1851 and 
1861, had found employment as laceworkers, a speciality of Kegworth.61

These numbers of families place into context the boat population concentrated 
around the wharves in Loughborough, which far exceeded, as might be expected, 
the navigation vills on the lower and upper reaches of the navigation between 
Leicester and the northern boundary of the county. The importance of the wharves at 
Loughborough derived not only from the provisioning of an expanding population, 
but as a transit point for coal and grain. 

Comparison here with Hemington is apposite. This village provided a small 
inland transit near the confluence of the Soar navigation and the Trent. The number 
of boatmen actually increased there between 1841 and 1851, the latter year being 
the apogee of the boat families.62 About a dozen households were engaged in boat 
activity in 1851, but 23 men in all, including six lying on boats in Hemington Cut. 
Only five boatmen heads of household were absent on the day of the census. Two 
here were dependent on external support, both because of age: Hannah Dakin, aged 
77, ‘Parish relief Poor Boatsmans Wife’; and John Drakefield, aged 80, ‘Paris [sic] 
relief Penurious’ boatman.63 Despite the profusion of boat families, the predicament 
of these two might have been illustrative of slender resources. Both belonged to the 
continuous boat families. As in Loughborough, wives and daughters engaged in 
the textile industry, here as lace runners and embroiderers. Abruptly, by 1861, only 
four heads of households were described as boatmen, but three others, belonging 
to the traditional boat families, had become ‘watermen’.64 A decade later, only two 
heads of household remained in the occupation with one son from a longstanding 
boat family.65 In 1881 and 1891 the boat occupation had disappeared. Instead, new 

57 TNA, HO107/592/8, fos 27–30; HO107/2087, fos 157–9, 170, 175 (the text is, however, in poor 
condition).

58 TNA, RG9/2279, fo. 34.
59 TNA, HO107/594/12, fos 6, 12; HO107/592, fos 7, 16; HO107/2087, fos 513, 516, 654.
60 TNA, RG9/2488, fos 24, 30, 44–5, 49.
61 TNA, HO107/2140, fos 22, 44, 71.
62 TNA, HO107/595/3, fos 3–8, /595/4, fos 3–11; HO107/2140, fos 92–9.
63 TNA, HO107/2140, fo. 94.
64 TNA, RG9/2488, fos 97–105.
65 TNA, RG10/3551, fos 91–8.
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households of railway labourers and platelayers had indicatively infiltrated into the 
village. The traditional boat families – Twells, White, Millitt, Dakin and Drakefield 
– were now reduced to general labourers or farm labourers.66

Unfortunately, very few boatmen’s estate was valued for probate (Table 3) 
(valuations before April 1881 were expressed as under a certain amount, but ‘real’ 
valuations were assessed thereafter).67 A decline in their fortunes seems apparent.68 
The considerable estate of William Waterhouse is consistent with his brother’s 
trade in coal in Hemington, to whom William’s estate was entrusted at probate, as 
executor. By 1896 the boat builders had also experienced a collapse, as illustrated by 
the valuation of £382 15s 8d of the estate of Joseph Rudkin, barge (more correctly, 
narrow boat) builder, at 50 Westbourne Street, Leicester.69

‘Community’ remains an elusive concept. It may be appropriate to accept a 
plain-language interpretation, like analytical philosophers deciding on the singular 
intention of a word. Therein, however, lies a slipperiness which elides the issues 
of social action and dissonance. The concept becomes dry and eviscerated. There 
is no necessity to restore to the notion the ‘warm-glow’ of the street of terraced 
houses – purportedly. On the other hand, the term deserves a more penetrating 
analysis than the attribution of ethos or sentiment. Fisher Row is an example of how 
‘isolation’ produces that sort of social action which reinforces, perhaps, solidarity, 
by occupation and in place. The canal-bank society of Loughborough is a counter 
example of how neither place nor occupation ineluctably led to ‘community’. Nor 
is it certain that neighbourhood social networks, which certainly existed, fostered 
‘community’ more than selective interactions of particular families.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Not for the first time (or the last, probably), I would like to record my indebtedness 
to the kindness and consideration of the staff of the Record Office for Leicestershire, 
Leicester and Rutland.

66 TNA, RG11/3385, fos 89–100; RG12/2719, fos 159–67.
67 W. D. Rubinstein, Men of Property: The Very Wealthy in Britain Since the Industrial Revolution 

(London, 2006 edn), p. 20.
68 Table 3 Source: National Probate Register (NPR): 1858 Cabieces-Cornes, p. 144; 1863 Udell-Wyvill, 

p. 136; 1870 Dabbs-Dyson, p. 197; 1874 Raban-Slynn, p. 437; 1895 Naden-Rynd, p. 162.
69 NPR, 1896 Nadauld-Rynne, p. 320.

Year Place Name Amount

1858 Hemington John CLIFF <600
1863 Castle Donington (formerly Hemington) William WATERHOUSE <1,000
1870 Hemington William DRAKEFIELD <200
1874 Loughborough Caleb SIMMONS <100
1895 Mountsorrel Joseph PILGRIM £62 19s 4d

Table 3. Probate valuations of boatmen.
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THE STRUCTURAL 
TRANSFORMATION OF 

LANDOWNERSHIP IN AN 
INDUSTRIALISING TOWN: 

LOUGHBOROUGH, c.1650–1890
Dave Postles

Most urban places – towns and cities – did not extend outside their medieval boundaries 
even in the middle of the eighteenth century, as urban populations remained essentially 
stable. By 1851 the situation had reversed, with a predominance of population in 
towns and cities.1 Migration into urban places and some natural increase of urban 
populations necessitated the expansion of towns and cities. Loughborough at this time 
had an extensive rural component in its parish which will be considered elsewhere, and 
the concomitant relationship between agrarian and ‘urban’ employment in the parish 
in the nineteenth century. For population change in Loughborough, see below. As part 
of this process, some urban places depended for their extension on aristocratic and 
gentle estates, for all of industrial, urban and suburban development. A few examples 
might suffice. First of all, the immense expansion of London was enabled by building 
leases on the aristocratic estates near London, such as the Grosvenor patrimony.2 
As Martin Daunton has illustrated, Cardiff became the ‘coal metropolis’ because 
of investment in the dockland area on the Bute estate. Dudley’s industrialisation 
occurred on aristocratic land, as Trevor Raybould has described. That other thriving 
industrial urban place, Sheffield, pertained to the extensive lordship and estates of the 
Duke of Norfolk. When popular entertainment and holidays were combined, some 
aristocratic landowners took advantage in promoting seaside towns: Skegness by the 
Earl of Scarbrough and Eastbourne by the Duke of Devonshire.3

1 E. A. [Tony] Wrigley, ‘Men on the land and men in the countryside: employment in agriculture in 
early-nineteenth-century England’, in L[loyd] Bonfield, R[ichard] Smith, and K[eith] Wrightson (eds), 
The World We Have Gained: Histories of Population and Social Structure (Oxford, Blackwell, 1986), 
pp. 295–336, for the persistence of agrarian employment to the middle of the century; Helen Meller, 
Towns, Plans and Society in Modern Britain (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press [CUP], 1997), 
p.11; R[ichard] Rodger, Housing in Urban Britain, 1780–1914 (Cambridge, CUP, 1995 edn), p. 7.

2 D. J. Olsen, ‘House upon house’, in H. J. [Jim] Dyos and M[ichael] Woolf (eds), The Victorian City: 
Images and Reality (London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1973), pp. 320–58.

3 M[artin] J. Daunton, Coal Metropolis, Cardiff 1870–1914 (Leicester, Leicester University Press 
[LUP], 1977); D[avid] Cannadine, Lords and Landlords: The Aristocracy and the Towns, 1774–1967 
(Leicester, LUP, 1980); T[revor] Raybould, Economic Emergence of the Black Country: Study of the 
Dudley Estate (Taunton Abbot, David & Charles, 1973); Rodger, Housing in Urban Britain, pp. 13–
16; J. Springett, ‘Landowners and urban development: the Ramsden estate and nineteenth-century 
Huddersfield’, Journal of Historical Geography 8 (1982), pp. 129–44.
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200     dave postles

The importance of landownership and rights for urban expansion in the 
nineteenth century is well attested. We need only compare, for example, Nottingham 
and Leicester. The outward expansion of the former was inhibited not only by the 
meadows to the south (which, in fact, became the site of unhealthy slum dwellings), 
but also the resistance of the burgesses to the enclosure of the borough’s common 
lands until 1845.4 By contrast, the earlier enclosure of Leicester’s common fields, 
from the transformation of the South Field in 1804–08, enabled the earlier relief 
of the borough outside its medieval circumference.5 One response in Nottingham 
was the development of New Town on the Clay Field as a working-class estate, re-
designated by 1880 as St Ann’s.6 In the 1880s substantial urban expansion occurred 
in general, and this decade was especially important for the first outward spatial 
development of Loughborough, which will be addressed in another place.

That then is the general context for the expansion of Loughborough in the late 
nineteenth century, when it received its charter of incorporation as a borough in 
1888 and extended rapidly outside its longstanding boundaries.7 Loughborough, 
like these other urban places, had been dominated by a single lordship – aristocratic 
landowner – from the late middle ages. If that aristocratic estate had maintained its 
integrity, Loughborough might have been as dependent for its expansion on that 
aristocratic landowner.8 One of the practical differences is in urban legal status. In 
urban places dominated by aristocratic landlords, leasehold became the prevalent 
status, the lord granting building leases for 800 years or 99 years. In other urban 
places, freehold became more usual. With the exception of the seaside resorts, the 
examination of building development has been concentrated on large urban places, 
most of which became cities in the late nineteenth or early twentieth centuries.9 
Although expanding industrially from the early nineteenth century, particularly in 
textile manufacture, Loughborough remained a much smaller urban entity, without 
borough status until the time that some of these larger urban places acquired city 
status.

4 W[illiam] G. Hoskins, The Making of the English Landscape (London, Hodder & Stoughton, 1955), 
p. 280; for contemporary Nottingham, R[oy] Church, Economic and Social Change in a Midland 
Town: Victorian Nottingham 1815–1900 (London, Cass, 1966); 8&9 Victoria, c.7 (1845); S[tanley] 
D. Chapman, ‘Working class housing in Nottingham during the Industrial Revolution’, Transactions 
of the Thoroton Society of Nottingham 48 (1969), pp. 69–92.

5 R[oger] M. Pritchard, Housing and the Spatial Structure of the City: Residential Mobility and the 
Housing Market in an English City Since the Industrial Revolution (Cambridge, CUP, 1976), pp. 42–9.

6 Lisa McKenzie, Getting By: Estates, Class and Culture in Austerity Britain (Bristol, Policy Press, 
1915), pp. 22–4.

7 For socio-economic developments, P[eter] Clark, ‘Elite networking and the formation of an industrial 
small town: Loughborough, 1700–1840’, in N[eil] Raven and J[on] Stobart (eds), Towns, Regions 
and Industries: Urban and Industrial Change in the Midlands, c.1700–1840 (Manchester, Manchester 
University Press, 2005), pp. 161–75. For the petition for a charter of incorporation, London Gazette 
[LG] Issue 25739, p. 4993 (15 September 1887).

8 For the medieval and early-modern context, D[ave] Postles, A Town in its Parish: Loughborough, 
Origins to c.1640 (Loughborough, the Author, 2015); M[arilyn] Palmer (ed.), The Aristocratic 
Estate: the Hastings in Leicestershire and South Derbyshire: papers given at a conference held in 
Loughborough University by the East Midlands Studies Unit Saturday 15 May 1982 (Loughborough, 
Loughborough University, 1982).

9 J[ohn] Beckett, City Status in the British Isles, 1830–2002 (Farnham, Ashgate, 2005); Ecclesiastical 
Titles Acts, 1851 and 1871 (14&15 Vict. c. 60; 34&35 Vict. c.53).
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transformation of landownership in an industrialising town     201

The narrative or story here is about the transformation of Loughborough from 
an early-modern small town under the tutelage of a dominant aristocratic landowner 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, to borough status and expanding 
industrial and commercial modern urban centre in the late nineteenth century, and 
the formation of a new rentier class of landowners and landlords. A subsequent 
paper will examine the spatial transformation of Loughborough in the decades 
up to the acquisition of borough status in 1888 and the 1890 Act to provide for 
working-class housing, a convenient conjuncture. The disintegration of the Hastings 
estate in Loughborough was critical to allowing the town’s later physical and spatial 
expansion.10 The focus is on that significant and broad structural transformation 
rather than immersion in the details of landownership.

Whilst the narrative commences in the middle of the seventeenth century, with the 
beginnings of the disintegration of the Hastings estate, the terminal date is explained 
first by the incorporation of Loughborough as a borough in 1888 and the Housing 
of the Working Classes Act of 1890.11 Whilst interventions had been made in the 
condition of housing from 1848, some had been permissive legislation and most 
regulated the housing conditions through byelaws.12 The 1890 Act made the first 
provision for local authorities to construct housing, although without significant 
consequences.

Early-modern Loughborough was predominantly contained within two estates: 
the major lordship of the Hastings, earl and countess of Huntingdon; and the 
feoffees of the bridge trust. The tenants of the lordship held their tenements and 
lands through copyhold for three lives. The feoffees’ estate had originally been 
established under Thomas Burton’s will of 1494, but was reconstituted after the 
Chantries Act of 1547 as a trust responsible for the maintenance of the grammar 
school and the bridges, both the immense Cotes bridge and the numerous small 
bridges and planks, which traversed the streams and brooks in the town.13 (The 
educational origins are, however, contested and may have been confused.14) After 
the regulatory act of 1571, the feoffees leased their lands in Loughborough and 
elsewhere for terms of 21 years.15 After 1614, the earl of Huntingdon also resorted 
to 21-year leases, but only on the new cottages which were constructed, retaining 
copyhold tenures on the predominant part of the estate. Some free tenants existed 
in the town and parish, but the extent of their landholding was not significant in the 
greater realm of Loughborough landownership. At the end of the sixteenth century, 
some 37 are enumerated in the Huntingdon lordship. One external free tenant, 
Francis Staresmore, gent., of Hoton, demised a cottage near the pinfold in Hallgate 

10 For the spatial ‘structure’ of the county town (Leicester) and (after 1919) city, Pritchard, Housing and 
the Spatial Structure of the City. 

11 53&54 Vict. c.70; S. B. Saul, ‘Housebuilding in England and Wales, 1890–1914’, Economic History 
Review 15 (1962), pp. 119–37.

12 A. R. Neeves, ‘A pattern of local government growth: Sheffield and its building regulations, 1840–
1914’, unpublished Ph.D., University of Leicester, 1991.

13 The National Archives [TNA], London, PROB 11/11/42 (will 12 June 1494).
14 A. White, A History of Loughborough Endowed Schools (Loughborough, Loughborough Grammar 

School, 1969), pp. 2–25.
15 Ecclesiastical Leases Act 1571 (1571 c.10) (Regnal 13 Eliz I).
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202     dave postles

(now Pinfold Gate) for a term of 21 years to Hugh Voare, a labourer, for a rent of 
6s p.a., in 1576.16 (He is also described as of Quorndon, gent., as owner of land 
in Loughborough.17) These minor exceptions, however, simply emphasise how the 
town was constrained by the lordship of the Hastings family.

If we reconstruct the town in the late sixteenth century, it had barely exceeded 
its apparent extent of the late fourteenth century. In the early seventeenth century, 
some additional expansion occurred on the periphery, in the Rushes, Woodgate and 
Leicester Lane, but preponderantly additional cottages. 

First, we should consider the range of documentary material which will reveal the 
landownership of Loughborough over the next three centuries. The most substantial 
accumulation of material consists of the Hastings Manuscripts in the Huntington 
Library in San Marino in California.18 Intermittently, during the eighteenth century, 
the Poll Books provide evidence of the 40s freeholders who voted. Poll Books record 
the actual votes cast at the hustings.19 Secret ballots were not introduced until the 
1872 Ballot Act. Poll Books thus record each voter by name and how the vote was 
cast. Loughborough voters participated in the election of two knights of the shire 
for the county’s representation in Parliament, so the franchise was limited to 40s 
freeholders. Two Poll Books are easily accessible: 1775 and 1830.20 The actual 
register of electors between 1780 and 1832 was contained within the Land Tax 
returns: the register of those liable to the contribution of Land Tax assessed on  
their lands, from which the evidence of 40s freehold was extracted. Our problem 
with the Land Tax returns is that from 1798 taxpayers were allowed to redeem 
the Land Tax by compounding (by paying a lump sum). The return of 1784 is thus 
an apposite selection since it is a few years into the new arrangement, but well in 
advance of the transformation of 1798.21 There are differences in the composition 
of the Land Tax return and the Poll Books. The Land Tax return contains all those 
liable to pay tax on any amount of land, whilst the Poll Book is limited to 40s 
freehold. Another divergence is that the Land Tax return specifies the owners/
proprietors and their residence, tenants, and the location of the land, whilst the Poll 
Book merely identifies the voter with no further information. The Land Tax thus 
supplies important geographical information about landownership in the town, but 
the Poll Book simply a name and a count of freeholders. 

The final information for our purposes consists of the Return of Owners of Land, 
published in 1873 as a Parliamentary Paper.22 The intention behind the Return was 
to include all owners of more than one acre of land, arranged by county. The data 

16 Record Office for Leicestershire, Leicester and Rutland (ROLLR) DG9/177. 
17 ROLLR DE667/127.
18 Postles, ‘“[T]he estates of sundry of my tenauntes”: landholding in Loughborough in “Tawney’s 

century”’, TLAHS 87 (2013), pp. 205–6.
19 J[ohn] Vincent, Pollbooks: How Victorians Voted (Cambridge, CUP, 1967).
20 An Extant Copy of the Poll for the County of Leicestershire [January 1775] (Leicester, 1775); The Poll 

at the Electing of Two Knights of the Shire (Leicester, 1830), pp. 54–8; both in ROLLR (Franchise 40s 
freehold).

21 ROLLR DE2517 (21 May 1784) (40s freehold).
22 Return of Owners of Land 1873 Volume I (London, 1875; c.1097-I) (more than one acre of land). For 

the context, Postles, ‘The Return of Owners of Land and the transformations of the 1870s’, TLAHS 
84 (2010), pp. 221–50.
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transformation of landownership in an industrialising town     203

consist of the landowners and their residence, the amount of land, and an estimated 
annual rental value. The complication here is that we have to assume that when the 
address of the owner is specified as Loughborough, the land was actually located 
there. A further register of landowners was compiled under the 1910 Finance Act, 
but is not considered here – it’s beyond the chronological remit.

The narrative of the development of landholding and the expansion of 
Loughborough over the three centuries from c.1600 to c.1890 follows. The first 
event is the involvement of Henry, Earl of Huntingdon in the Civil War, which 
resulted in the slighting of his residence at Ashby-de-la-Zouche and indebtedness. 
The consequence was that his successor, Ferdinando, 6th Earl, was obliged to 
dispose of some of the Loughborough estate in 1653–4.23 Despite the enforced sale, 
the general effect was minimal, both for the Hastings family and for Loughborough. 
The evidence for this assertion is the disposition of the Huntingdon lands in the 
town in 1784, from the Land Tax assessment. 

The information in the Land Tax assessment and the Poll Books is considered 
first, followed by an explanation of the domination of the town by the Huntington 
estate in 1784. The first feature which we can observe is the increase in the number 
of owners of land between 1775 and 1784. Since the basic qualification is 40s 
freehold, the numbers reflect the increase in the number of small holdings. Compare 
the number in 1784, however, with the proliferation in numbers of 40s freeholders 
in 1830. Something very significant has happened between 1784 and 1830. If we 
return to the dominance of the town in 1784, we can then elicit the change which 
subsequently occurred.

It can quite easily be discerned that the town was still dominated by the 
Huntingdon estate and, to a lesser extent, by the feoffees’ estate. What is also obvious 
is that there has been fragmentation and division of the tenements of the Huntingdon 
estate, which reflects that any population increase had been accommodated by 
subdividing the tenements rather than any appreciable expansion of the built-up 
area. This character of sub-divided buildings within the traditional boundaries for 
housing the working class persisted into the late nineteenth century, for some time 

23 Huntington Library, San Marino, HAM Box 26, folder 21 (sale book, 1653–54); HAM Box 40, folder 
13 (part of the estate ‘to be presented out of sale’); HAM Box 84, folders 2–3 (lands in the 1653–54 
sale); HAM Box 84, folders 13–15 (sales in Ashby-de-la-Zouche). ROLLR DE 667/129–33 for a few 
of the parcels sold.

Source Number Resident in Lboro Non-resident

Poll Book, 1775  78 20  9
Land Tax, 1784 126  0  2
Rate book, 1830 115
Poll Book, 1830 217 17 22
Rate Book, 1848 350
Return, 1873  92  ?  ?

Table 1. Number of freeholders enumerated in various 
listings, 1775–1873.
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204     dave postles

after the fragmentation of the Huntingdon estate, constituting in urban contexts 
ephemeral relationships between landlords and tenants.24 

The cataclysmic event was still to occur: the major disposal of the estates between 
1810 and 1814 by Francis Rawdon-Hastings. Rawdon-Hastings received the estates 
already encumbered with debt, but his political activity exacerbated the situation. 

His remedy was to prosecute a private act of Parliament to disencumber the 
Leicestershire estate and to protect his wife’s inheritance, the so-called Moira Act 
of 1808.25 The receipts from the sales of the Leicestershire estates in Loughborough 
and Ashby between 1809 and 1813 raised £116,000, allowing him to liquidate his 
debts and also concentrate on the remodelling of Donington Castle.26 The disposal 
of the Loughborough estate was prosecuted through three auctions at the Bull’s 
Head in Loughborough in 1809–10. 

In 1809 an auction involved 252 lots, succeeded by the offer of a further 220 lots 
in 1810, with a subsequent sale of residual estate.27 An inordinate debt is owed at 
this point to an analysis by Ian Keil, but the conclusions here are slightly different. 
Keil considered that the sale represented continuity because the demographic and 
occupational transformations were already in train. The continued expansion 
would, however, have been of a different character without the sale of the estate. 
Keil concentrated on the demographic and occupational position, through the 
suit rolls of the court and the census returns of 1801–11. The extension of the 
chronology to the late nineteenth century requires some change of emphasis. The 

24 D[avid] Englander, Landlord and Tenant in Urban Britain, 1838–1918 (Oxford, Oxford University 
Press, 1983).

25 Palmer, ‘Francis Rawdon-Hastings, First Marquis of Hastings, and the development of the 
Leicestershire estates, 1780–1830’, in The Aristocratic Estate, pp. 56–67. 48 Geo. 3 c.cliv Earl of 
Moira and Countess of Loudon Estates, 1808; ROLLR DE667/208 is a copy of the Act; DE667/202 is 
an abstract of the title produced for the transaction.

26 Palmer, ‘Francis Rawdon-Hastings’, pp. 58–9, 63.
27 Ian J. E. Keil, ‘Loughborough and the end of the Hastings connexion: continuity or change?’, in The 

Aristocratic Estate, pp. 68–94, at p. 70. 

Location Huntingdon Feoffees

Sparrow Hill 6 1
Fennel St. 1 4
Church Gate 27 10
Bridge End/Rushes 16 0
Market St. (sic) 25 0
Malt Mill Lane 11 0
Fishpool Head 17 0
Baxter Gate 20 1
High Gate 21 0
Pinfold Gate 6 0
Wood Gate 14 1
Wards End 7 0
Out Grounds 3 0

Table 2. Ownership of tenements by 
Hastings and the Feoffees, 1784.
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transformation of landownership in an industrialising town     205

significant aspect here is not just the sale of the estate, which did indeed bring into 
play land for expansion, but the disposal in more than 400 lots. The partition of the 
estate in this manner released land for building and thus facilitated the later building 
development of the town. The transfer of the estate as a single entity would have 
acted as an encumbrance on rapid building. The division into smaller properties and 
lots assisted the small, piecemeal development of building, which contributed to the 
expansion of Loughborough outside its traditional urban boundaries.

The distribution of landownership in the town can be assessed (not without 
difficulty) from the poor rate books. Poor rate books for Loughborough survive 
only for 1813–49, and valuation lists for 1860 and 1864.28 Rate books have been 
selected for two intermediate years: 1830 and 1848.29 The rate books provide 
information about the owner, the tenant and the rateable liability. A rate of 1s. 8d. 
in the £ was levied in 1830. Since the rate is arranged topographically, by street and 
location, there is duplication of landowners through the list. Wherever possible, the 
duplication has been eradicated. It must also be considered that some landowners 
were also tenants, but their tenancies have been excluded. The ‘Out Grounds’ have 
been eliminated for this purpose; the concentration is on the potential for building 
development. The rate book thus embraces just the original central township, but 
including now Mills’s Yard and Wards End, and extensions along Wood Gate and 
Leicester Road. We arrive, consequently, at 115 different landowners with land 
already built on, or with potential for building in the central township. The outward 
expansion of the town depended also on land in the contemporary ‘Out Grounds’. 
The rate book lists two dozen landowners in the ‘Out Grounds’.

The rate book for 1830 is entirely manuscript, and thus the detail of the 
properties is compressed and irregular, not standardised. By 1848, printed forms 
were instituted and the description of the properties uniform. What is evident is 
that the demise of the Huntingdon estate created a class of urban rentiers, freehold 
landlords with quite large accumulations of houses in the urban centre which they 
let to tenants.30

Although the rate levied in December 1848 was much lower, at 6d in the £, the 
property details are no less extensive than in 1830. The rate just precedes the Tithe 
Commutation Award of 1849, but is more comprehensive.31 For the first purpose 
here, the ‘Out Grounds’ are not considered, although new housing was appearing 
in the ‘Out Grounds’. The ‘Out Grounds’ will be integrated in more detail in a 
subsequent paper on the spatial expansion of the town. In any case, most of the 
landowners in the ‘Out Grounds’ were also owners of property in the built-up area.

The rate book enumerates about 370 individual owners of property within the 
built-up urban area. This figure is approximate, since the identification of owners of 
land is erratic: sometimes just the surname, often when more detail has previously 
been inscribed. Since a number of these landowners possessed land, but not houses, 

28 ROLLR DE1834/11–127, DE2857/126–127 and DE3585. Daunton, ‘House-ownership from rate 
books’, Urban History Yearbook 1976, pp. 21–7.

29 ROLLR DE1834/48 and 125.
30 Englander, Landlord and Tenant, for the potential conflicts and relationships.
31 ROLLR DE667/195 Tithe Award and Map.

08_Postles_199-214.indd   205 22/08/2016   16:01

Cre
at
ed

 in
 M

as
te
r P

DF 
Ed

ito
r

92
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the number is probably reducible to about 350 owners of houses. This increased 
number reflects further division of landownership, but also the extension of the built-
up area into new locations. Well over a third of these owners of houses possessed 
five or more: 126 owners. More than a fifth (57) possessed ten houses or more, 19 
of whom owned 20 or more. A new class of rentier landlords of urban housing had 
become established in the town by the middle of the nineteenth century, although 
the major outward expansion of the built-up area had yet to occur.

By comparing the entries in the rate book with contemporary directories, we 
can attempt to establish the status of those landlords with five houses or more, as 
depicted in Table 3.32 The vagaries of both sources render it impossible to identify 
with confidence more than half these landlords. We are left with just under 60 such 
landlords who can be determined with accuracy. Even so, ambiguity remains. Some 
landlords who ‘belonged’ to a certain category of status at the time of the rate book 
and directories later entered into the gentle or leisured class. Here, however, we are 
only concerned with their status at the time of the rate book. In fact, the builder, 
James North, who owned 118 houses in 1848, is entered in the directories by this 
trade, but later became involved in a rural existence, a transition enabled by his 
rental income. 

A number of comments ensue from the numbers in the table. First, industrialists 
did not at this time contribute highly to the housing development of Loughborough, 
in so far as it is reflected in rented properties. With a few exceptions which inflate the 
total number, only a small number of industrialists retained houses, and then only in 
small runs. An exception, although not on a considerable scale, was Thomas Clarke, 
whose dyeworks were located in Devonshire Square. He evidently contracted for the 
building of houses within his yard, for 12 houses and a shop owed rent to him in 
‘Clarke’s Yard’ in 1848.33 [These yards were peppered around the traditional centre 
of the town and their infilling constituted an early part of the response to population 
expansion, as will be demonstrated in a subsequent paper.] 

Their activity was exceeded by the leisured landlords, those identified as ‘gentry, 
clergy or other’ in the directories, or by the title Mr, gentleman or esquire. Again, 
however, the total number is inflated, in this case by a female landlord (Mrs 
Attenborough). [Mrs and Widow are synonymous in the rate book.] Professionals 

32 William White History, Gazetteer and Directory of Leicestershire (Sheffield, 1846), pp. 278–91; 
Melville & Co.’s Directory and Gazetteer of Leicestershire (Worcester, 1854), pp. 112–23.

33 ROLLR DE1834/125, p. 115; Melville & Co.’s Directory and Gazetteer, p. 116.

Status No. of owners No. of houses (total)

Gentle/leisure 9 262
Industrial (textile) 9 157
Retail 23 278
Publican 3 24
Farmer 4 36
Professional 9 76
Builder 3 130

Table 3. Status of owners of houses in 1848.
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transformation of landownership in an industrialising town     207

(that is, a registrar, solicitors, the manager of the Gas Works, clergy, bankers and 
an architect) provided little housing. Publicans reinvested some of their surplus 
income into small amounts of property. Retailers likewise diversified into property, a 
considerable cohort of them, each acquiring a small portfolio of rented houses, but 
in the aggregate contributing significantly to the rental market in the town. Builders, 
although responsible, of course, for construction, did not retain property in their 
own hands with the significant exception of North.

Some landlords were particularly prominent at this time. At the apex resided 
James North, with almost 120 houses. Almost as substantial a landlord was Mrs 
Attenboro(ugh), with 75 units. The number of houses assigned to ‘Warners’ (the 
Warner estate) amounted to over 50 (51). The Miller estate and the executors of 
G. Creswell accounted respectively for 44 and 37 tenements. It is these substantial 
urban landlords which are now investigated.

The builder, North, probably died early in September 1863, aged 78.34 At his 
demise on 5 September 1863, this James North was accorded the title of gentleman 
in the probate calendar, his estate initially valued at under £3,000, but the executors 
re-applied to have the amount reduced to under £2,000.35 The North business was 
long established in the town, listed as a builder in 1828–29.36 His identification 
is complicated by various descriptions as builder, farmer and gentleman. There 
appears to be reasonable certainty that the same person is involved. The directories 
include him in Pinfold Gate as a builder and the other sources as in Pinfold Gate. 
In the 1841 census, he professed himself a farmer, aged 55, the same age as his wife 
Charlotte.37 The enumerators in 1851 were more precise, allocating him a farm of 
120 acres, on which he employed four labourers. Both he and his wife, Charlotte, 
had now attained the age of 65. The significant interest in 1851 is the attribution of 
his eldest son, Thomas, aged 40, as a builder. In the Poll Book for 1830, nonetheless, 
he was recorded as a builder, qualifying on the value of freehold houses and land, 
whilst Thomas was inscribed as a bricklayer with the suffrage.38 The connection is 
thus established with building. Both husband and wife were Loughborough born 
and bred.39

His rental property was clustered at the junction of Pinfold Gate, High Street 
and Leicester Road: 64 houses, two shops and a brewery premise in Pinfold Gate, 
as well as undeveloped land; 13 houses and two more shops in High St.; and 18 
houses in Leicester Road. Additionally, he retained houses in Ward’s End, Baxter 
Gate and Swan St. By 1854, he was described as a farmer and grazier of Pinfold 
Gate.40 Shortly before his death, the directory for 1861 accorded him the status of 
gentleman and he no longer appeared in the list of builders.41 

34 Loughborough News 10 September 1863 (no obituary).
35 National Probate Calendar, 1863 (N), p. 66.
36 Pigot & Co.’s National Commercial Directory for 1828–9 (London and Manchester, 1829), p. 494.
37 TNA HO107/595/9/49, p. 22.
38 Poll at the Electing of Two Knights of the Shire, p. 56.
39 TNA HO107/2085, p. 1.
40 Melville & Co.’s Directory and Gazetteer, p. 119; as also Post Office Directory of Derbyshire, 

Leicestershire, Nottinghamshire & Rutlandshire (London, 1855), p. 87.
41 Gazetteer & Directory of the Counties of Leicester & Rutland (Sheffield, 1861), pp. 237, 239.
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208     dave postles

A few other builders entered into the rental market, but to a much lesser extent. 
Robert Lander, for instance, another builder based in Pinfold Gate, received rents 
from five houses in Fennell St., and a house and shop in Wood Gate.42 Six houses 
in Leicester Road contributed to the income of John Street, builder, with his yard 
in Church Gate. Joseph Start rented out two houses and a shop on Ashby Road, 
where he had his own premises. Their holdings were negligible by comparison. We 
have, however, a problem with the houses attributed to Dewbery’s executors and 
‘Warners’, although they do not substantially alter the perspective.43

Detailed analysis of the building firms in Loughborough requires further 
research. Urban development was, in general, however, achieved by small jobbing 
builders or speculative builders.44 Such small-scale building obtained even in 
London. In Leicester, for example, in 1870, three-quarters of the 105 applications 
for approval for byelaw building regulations involved four houses or fewer, and 
only one concerned more than 20. In fact, between 1850 and 1900, it has been 
suggested that 70 per cent of all building proposals in Leicester referred to fewer 
than five houses.45 The restrictions on capital formation and cash flow of these small 
businesses limited the size of their projects. The availability of small plots of land 
was thus doubly convenient for their enterprise. The predominant composition of 
the spatial expansion of Loughborough before 1890 consisted of working-class 
housing within a short distance of the centre.46 Accordingly, a number of the small 
jobbing builders had their premises adjacent to the new terraced housing: John 
Barker on Derby Road, James Harding in Hume St., William Rowland in Victoria 
St, and Charles Savage in Freehold St. Local brickworks were situated, of course, 
some distance away in the un-builtup area, in Middle Park and Far Park.

In the late nineteenth century, about a dozen small building firms were operating 
in Loughborough.47 Only one of these firms was included in the 1873 Return: 
William Moss senior, of Pinfold Gate. Moss possessed 3a 2r 36p, valued at £98 
12s 0d, which suggests that in addition to his premises, he had also built and 
owned houses. Since none of the other firms owned an acre of land, they had only 
constructed a few houses or had built houses for clients who were the landowners.

The longevity of building firms in Loughborough through much of the nineteenth 
century is represented in Fig. 1. The terminal dates are 1828 and 1888, the first extant 
directory and the last in the final stages before the 1890 Housing of the Working 
Classes Act. It must be emphasised that what is reflected here is the appearance of 
the building firms in the directories, and artificial termini in 1828 and 1888. What 

42 Pigot & Co.’s National Commercial Directory for 1828–9, p. 494 (bricklayer).
43 Pigot & Co.’s National Commercial Directory for 1828–9, p. 494 (Daniel Dewbery, Pinfold Gate, 

builder, and Thomas Warner, Parkfields, builder).
44 Dyos, ‘The speculative builders and developers of Victorian London’, Victorian Studies 11 (1968), pp. 

641–90; Dyos and D[avid] A. Reeder, ‘Slums and suburbs’, repr. in P[at] Thane and A. [Tony] Sutcliffe 
(eds), Essays in Social History Volume 2 (Oxford, OUP, 1986), p. 245, n. 62.

45 Pritchard, Housing and the Spatial Structure of the City, p. 39.
46 J[ames] H. Johnson and C[olin] G. Pooley (eds), The Structure of Nineteenth-century Cities (Brighton, 

Harvester, 1982), esp. P[eter] J. Aspinall (on applications under byelaw building regulations), ‘The 
internal structure of the housebuilding industry in nineteenth-century cities’, pp. 75–105.

47 J. G. Harrod & Co’s Postal and Commercial Directory of Leicestershire 2nd Edition (London and 
Norwich, 1870), pp. 532–42.
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transformation of landownership in an industrialising town     209

is refracted is the diversity of the building firms in the 1880s, some with appreciable 
foundations and others apparently short-lived.48

What constitutes a very difficult problem, however, is the definition of builders in 
the directories. If we consider Wright’s Directory for 1888, 15 firms are listed under 
BUILDERS, but 26 as JOINERS AND BUILDERS: two of which have asterisks as 
cabinet makers and one as a jobbing builder. Under the BUILDERS, one is described 
as a bricklayer and plasterer. If we compare the two lists (BUILDERS, JOINERS 
AND BUILDERS), five appear under both headings. Some, listed as builders in 
one directory, are included as bricklayers in another. In 1877, William Ludlam and 
Joseph Taylor were both described in the same place as bricklayer and builder.49 This 
confusion extends back through all the directories. In 1828–29, Thomas North and 
Thomas Rudkin were replicated in the lists of both bricklayers and builders.50 The 

48 Pigot & Co.’s National Commercial Directory for 1828–9 (London and Manchester, 1829), p. 494; 
William White’s History, Gazetteer and Directory of Leicestershire (Sheffield, 1846), pp. 282–92; 
Melville & Co.’s Directory and Gazetteer of Leicestershire (Worcester, 1853), pp. 112–20; Post Office 
Directory of Derbyshire, Leicestershire, Nottinghamshire & Rutlandshire (London, 1855), pp. 84–9; 
Gazetteer & Directory of the Counties of Leicester & Rutland (Sheffield, 1861), p. 239; Buchanan 
& Co.’s Postal and Commercial Directory of Leicester including the market towns … (Oldham, 
1867), pp. 256–67; White’s History, Gazetteer and Directory of the Counties of Leicester & Rutland 
(Sheffield, 1868), pp. 412–22; S. Barker & Co.’s General Topographical and Historical Directory for 
the Counties of Leicestershire and Rutland, &c (Leicester, 1875), pp. 206–15; Post Office Directory for 
the Counties of Leicester and Rutland (London, [1876]), pp. 438–44; White’s History, Gazetteer and 
Directory of the Counties of Leicester and Rutland … (London, 1877), pp. 510–17; Kelly’s Directory 
of Leicestershire & Rutland (London, 1881); Wright’s Directory of Leicestershire (London, 1888).

49 White’s History, Gazetteer and Directory, pp. 515, 517.
50 Pigot & Co.’s National Commercial Directory, p. 494.
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Fig. 1. Longevity of building firms in Loughborough.
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evidence of the directories is thus ambiguous, but indicative, about the precise status 
of the firms. Less ambiguous and more conclusive is the introduction of the descriptor 
‘contractor’: William Main & Son, joiners, builders and contractors; William Moss 
the younger, joiner, builder, contractor and building materials supplier; and Abraham 
Smith, joiner, builder, contractor and appraiser.51 Moss had been attributed this term 
of contractor in 1875–76 and to him has been attributed some of the higher-status 
buildings on Ashby Road, in partnership with Barrowcliffe, architect, brick maker 
and building material supplier.52 This designation as contractor reflects a change in 
the size-structure of builders in the 1870s.

Some builders became, of course, casualties. John Barker was declared bankrupt in 
1869, although discharged four months later in 1870.53 In 1877 the long-established 
company of William Main and Son was placed in liquidation, by arrangement or 
composition with the creditors. The father, William, had been involved in building 
in the town for a considerable time, and was joined in partnership by his son, 
Arthur. Although they had adopted the style of contractors, the firm was forced into 
liquidation by debt.54 Neither firm had the opportunity to engage in the expansion 
of the town and borough in the 1880s, which presented many builders with solid 
employment, indicated by the submissions by builders of applications to the plans 
sub-committee of the Local Board of Health.55 North’s enterprise contrasted with 
the activities of his contemporaries.

In contrast with the concentrated building estate of North, Mrs Attenborough’s 
rental units were dispersed across the old town, in Ward’s End, Wood Gate, Pinfold 
Gate, Baxter Gate, Market Place, the Coneries, Bridge St., Swan St., the adjacent 
Rushes and Ashby Road. Her largest accumulations were situated in Ashby Road 
(17 houses), Wood Gate (11 houses and a shop), Pinfold Gate (eight houses and 
a shop), Baxter Gate (eight houses and a bakehouse) and the Coneries (another 
eight houses and a shop). In addition to houses, she leased out three shops, two 
public houses and two bakehouses. She retained in hand undeveloped land in Baxter 
Gate, High St., the ‘Out Grounds’ and Swan St. Richard Attenborough, who died 
in 1843, not only conducted a prosperous business as a maltster in Baxter Gate, but 
was appointed one of the trustees of the charity for the school in 1832.56 Widow 
Attenborough was listed at the same address just before her death in 1855.57

Mrs Attenborough’s background is more ambiguous than North’s. She was 
evidently the widow of Richard Attenborough, a maltster, of Baxter Gate, since 
both are listed in directories at that address – she as a singleton after his demise. 
The census of 1841 confirms the relationship: the couple inhabiting their house in 
Baxter Gate without any dependants, he aged 80 and she 65, which would account 

51 White’s History, Gazetteer and Directory, pp. 515, 517.
52 S. Barker & Co.’s General Topographical and Historical Directory, p. 213; Post Office Directory 

([1876]), p. 443; Ashby Road Conservation Area, p. 18.
53 LG, Issue 23579, p. 471.
54 LG, Issue 24429, p. 1954.
55 ROLLR DE1834/157; Postles, forthcoming.
56 Pigot & Co.’s National Commercial Directory for 1828–9, p. 495.
57 Post Office Directory of Derbyshire, Leicestershire, Nottinghamshire & Rutlandshire, p. 85.
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transformation of landownership in an industrialising town     211

for her outsurviving him.58 Neither, however, was born in Leicestershire, which 
renders the discovery of their origins difficult. They evidently arrived as a couple 
in Loughborough after their marriage and apparently late in Richard’s life: he is 
included in Pigot’s Directory of 1828–29 under the rubric of maltster of Baxter 
Gate, but not in the Poll Book for 1830.59 Had he inhabited the town at those dates, 
he would have been of such status. In the years before his death, Richard began to 
invest in rental property in the town. In 1840 he had accumulated land and a public 
house in Ward’s End, 13 houses in Wood Gate, and ten houses dispersed in other 
locations.60 In the January assessment before his death in 1843, he had acquired 
no more property.61 In the rate assessment for the subsequent year, in July 1844, 
the transition to his widow’s ownership is reflected in one house being attributed 
to ‘Attenborough’s executors’, and the remainder to Mrs Attenborough or Widow 
Attenborough.62 Thereafter, Mrs Attenborough expanded her rental estate to triple 
its size within less than half a decade.

There were then (at least) two remarkable rentiers: the first of whom indicated 
that a builder with good fortune could accumulate a very substantial rental 
property in the early nineteenth century, concentrating on developing the locality 
around his own house and building yard. The 1841 census provides brief details of 
North’s brick kiln and stables in Pinfold Gate, the operating centre of his activities 
– from where he constructed and retained houses in his own street, and on its 
corners with High Street and Leicester Road. His exploits allowed him to retire as 
a landed gentleman with independent means.63 The other comprised a widow – a 
female entrepreneur who, rather than existing on her husband’s legacy, augmented 
it astonishingly.

How this transition occurred in practice is illustrated by the 1873 Return of 
Owners of Land. We have to recapitulate here that the Return of 1873 related 
to all landowners with an acre of land or more. An acre of urban land was a 
considerable amount in an urbanising context. In Loughborough, 92 landowners 
possessed more than one acre of land. This number of owners considerably exceeded 
those in the other market towns in the county, apart from Melton. The second 
point is that the average amount of land held by each owner in Loughborough 
was much smaller than in the other small towns in Leicestershire. The contrast is 
particularly pronounced in comparison with Lutterworth, which was dominated 
by the Goodacre estate. The third indicator is the average value of an acre of land 
in Loughborough by comparison with the other market towns: considerably higher 
in Loughborough.64 

58 TNA HO107/595/9.
59 Pigot & Co.’s National Commercial Directory for 1828–9, p. 495.
60 ROLLR DE1834/93, pp. 6, 8, 18–19, 40, 44, 52, 60 (rate book, 1840).
61 ROLLR DE1834/105, pp. 6, 8, 9, 18–19, 44, 52, 53, 60.
62 ROLLR DE1834/113, pp. 9, 26, 41, 52, 57, 60, 85; DE1834/114, pp. 2 (executors), 9, 12, 19, 49, 52, 

66, 67.
63 E. W. Cooney, ‘The speculative builders and developers of Victorian London: a comment’, Victorian 

Studies 13 (1970), pp. 355–7.
64 Postles, ‘The Return of Owners of Land and the transformations of the 1870s’.
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The situation which evolved then is that in the early nineteenth century, 
landowning in Loughborough was transformed from the dominance of one 
aristocratic estate to a multitude of smaller landowners. The size of holdings was 
conducive for urban building, since the parcels of land were predominantly small 
and amenable for jobbing builders to develop. The value of this land for building 
was correspondingly high. Cross-checking the 1873 Return with the 1870 directory 
is not terribly productive. Most of the landowners in the Return are not included 
in the directory. Where we can identify the 1873 landowners in the 1870 directory, 
the landowners are almost exclusively listed in the ‘private residents’ section of the 
directory, although a small number of these ‘private residents’ are also duplicated in 
the commercial section. 

At the beginning of the First World War, therefore, Loughborough was 
characterised by ‘Ordinary Freehold’ tenure of its urban property.65 This situation 
had arisen because the major estate, the Huntingdon inheritance, had been dissolved 
by sale in the early nineteenth century, obviating the possibility of long leasehold 
and ground rents. The small developers of urban housing owned their property 
rather than leasing it for long terms (‘building leases’) from the landowner. These 
small developers did, of course, lease to their working-class tenants.

Here, we can return to Ian Keil’s question about continuity or change after the 
sale of the Hastings estate? Certainly, formative economic and social change had 
already commenced in Loughborough in the late eighteenth century. In that sense, 
there was continuity. On the other hand, much of the building infrastructure in 
the town was constructed within the traditional bounds of the built-up centre, 
through multiple-occupation and the division of existing housing stock. The 
extinction of the Hastings estate and its replacement by small lots facilitated 
the expansion of the built area with new housing and industrial development, 
breaking out of the stranglehold of the traditional centre. Now, it is possible 
that, had the Hastings estate remained intact, the family would have promoted 
that extension of the built-up area, as happened in, say, Edgbaston, Cardiff 
or Sheffield. On the other hand, the character of the development would have 
been more controlled by the dominant landlord. The disposal of the Hastings 
estates in lots for building was recognition by Rawdon-Hastings of the manner 
of maximising the proceeds of the sale, whilst also inadvertently enabling the 
piecemeal expansion of the town.

Loughborough was not completely devoid of larger landowners in 1873. 
Thomas Burton’s Charity maintained its estate of several hundred acres, although its 
holdings extended throughout north Leicestershire. Its estate of more than 347 acres 
was valued at more than £1,404 in gross estimated rental value. A principal arrival 
as landowner, however, was Henry Fearon, one legacy of whom is the recently 
restored Grade II-listed fountain in the Market Place, provided by Fearon for the 
piped water from Nanpantan. Fearon (1802–85) was presented to the rectory 
of Loughborough in 1848. From 1863 to 1884, he also acted as archdeacon of 

65 A[vner] Offer, Property and Politics 1870–1914: Landownership, Law and Urban Development in 
England (Cambridge, CUP, 1981), pp. 116–17 (Fig. 7.1; Loughborough is symbol 115).
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Leicester, from his rectory in Loughborough, where he died a year after resigning as 
archdeacon.66 Fearon’s lands amounted to 314a 0r and 21p, valued in terms of gross 
estimated rental at £1,085 12s 0d. These two landed accumulations represented 
the pinnacle of landowning in Loughborough, an apex far exceeding the average 
of other landowners. With less land, but still a considerable holding, E. W. C. 
Middleton possessed an estate of almost 192 acres, valued at more than £1,071. 
Edward William Cradock Middleton, esq., inhabited Shelthorpe, still predominantly 
rural, but the banking firm of Middleton, Cradock and Middleton was situated in 
the Market Place. A dozen other landowners owned 50 acres or more. 

After withdrawing from the company only five years after the Return of 1873, 
Cradock Middleton became insolvent, and his estate liquidated by arrangement or 
composition with his creditors. His creditors received only dividends.67 

The next phase in the provision of urban housing occurred outside the traditional 
boundary of the urban centre and involved the spatial expansion of the built-up area 
of the town, extending into the ‘Out Grounds’. Those processes will be examined 
in a subsequent paper. The construction of the ‘Paget Estate’ in the 1880s will be 
illustrative of the possibilities. In the 1873 Return, Frederick W. Paget possessed 
49a 3r 28p of land valued at £326 12s 0d and William B. Paget 73a 3r 28p at £408 
17s 0d. It is quite possible that the land deployed for this development consisted of 
the ‘Big Meadow’ and meadow adjacent to Regent Street in the rate book of 1848, 
allocated to W. Pagett.68 The first major expansion outside the traditional built-up 
area occurred on the Paget Estate, for working-class housing. The context of the 
Pagets, bankers and industrialists, will be explored in a subsequent paper on the 
spatial expansion of urban Loughborough.

The spatial development of the town in the late nineteenth century was, as in other 
urban locations, a response to population expansion and sanitary improvement. 
Between 1811 and 1831, the population almost doubled, as a consequence of 
local industrial development. There was, nonetheless, no commensurate spatial 
expansion. The increasing population was housed within the historical boundaries 
of the town. Between 1841 and 1861, population size remained stagnant, affected 
by poor sanitary conditions and attendant disease, including cholera in 1848. 
Demographic expansion thereafter resulted in a population, in 1891, two-thirds as 
large again as in 1861. Recognition of the necessity to improve the housing and 
sanitation for the working class and lower middle class engaged both central and 
local government.69 The consequence was the expansion of the town outside its 
traditional boundaries in the 1880s, affording better housing for the working class. 
This spatial development was facilitated by the availability of small plots of building 
land, no longer attached to a large aristocratic estate. Smaller and medium-sized 

66 Terence Y. Cocks, ‘The archdeacons of Leicester, 1092–1992’, TLAHS 67 (1993), pp. 40–1; W. 
Humphrey, Henry Fearon: A Maker of Modern Loughborough (Loughborough, Loughborough 
University, 1985), p. 10.

67 LG, Issue 24627, p. 5305; Issue 24704, p. 2642; Issue 25055, p. 37; Issue 25190, p. 350; Issue 25281, 
p. 5073 (1878–83).

68 ROLLR DE1834/125, p. 72.
69 S[imon] Szreter, Fertility, Class and Gender in Britain, 1860–1940 (Cambridge, CUP, 1996).
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landowners could engage small jobbing builders with limited capital to construct the 
extensive terraced cottages which had become requisite. 
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Literacy and locality in early industrialization

August 17, 2018

One of the original approaches to the quantitative analysis of the progress
of literacy in England focused on aggregate data at a national level, the cri-
terion the ability to sign post-1754 marriage registers from a large sample of
parishes.1 The assessment of literacy based on ‘nominal’ literacy, the ability to
sign one’s name, has become a standard, if not incontrovertible, measure of a
minimum attainment of literacy. One of the fundamental tenets of this approach
is that literacy was acquired in two stages: reading and then (if possible) writ-
ing, so that a minimum capacity to write reflected some literate development.2

This approach has thus been deployed in, for example, assessment of literacy
in early-modern England on the criterion of the testators’ signatures on wills.3

When, from 1837, marriage registers were also required to record the groom’s
occupational status, the ability to sign could be more readily correlated with
socio-economic position.4 Needless to say, research into literacy has not been
entirely so reductive, as all researchers have attempted with considerable effort
to place these data within a wider educational context.5

Approaches to the significance of literacy have emphasized different perspec-
tives. Laqueur, for example, concentrated on the ‘cultural ecology’ of literacy
in England, its regard as a ‘consumption good’, an integral part of a process in

1R. S. Schofield, ‘The measurement of literacy in pre-industrial England’, in J. Goody,
ed., Literacy in Traditional Societies (Cambridge, 1968), pp. 311-25; Schofield, ‘Dimensions
of illiteracy in England 1750-1850’, in H. Graf, ed., Literacy and Social Development in the

West: A Reader (Cambridge, 1981), pp. 201-17; R. A. Houston, Literacy and Society in

Scotland and England, 1600-1850 (Cambridge, 1984). For the legislative background, R.
B. Outhwaite, Clandestine Marriage in England, 1500-1850 (London, 1995); R. Probert,
‘Control over marriage in England and Wales, 1753-1823: the Clandestine Marriages Act of
1753 in context’, Law and History Rewiew 27 (2009), 413-50; Probert, Marriage Law and

Practice in the Long Eighteenth Century: A Reassessment (Cambridge, 2009).
2For caveats, J. Barry, ‘Literacy and literature in popular culture: reading and writing in

historical perspective’, in T. Harris, ed., Popular Culture in England c.1500-1850 (New York,
1995), pp. 69-94, at pp. 75-6; for the implications, A. Fox, ‘Words, words, words: education,
literacy and print’, in K. Wrightson, ed., A Social History of England 1570-1740 (Cambridge,
2017), 129-51, at 137-8.

3D. Cressy, Literacy and the Social Order: Reading and Writing in Tudor and Stuart

England (Cambridge, 1980).
4D. Vincent, Literacy and Popular Culture: England, 1750-1914 (Cambridge, 1989), pp.

96-104; W. B. Stephens, Education, Literacy and Society, 1830-1870 (Manchester, 1987).
5Barry, ‘Literacy and literature in popular culture.’ In particular, Stephens, Education,

Literacy and Society, pp. 5-12.

1
102



a ‘culturally defined need to be able to read and write’.6 Modernist paradigms
prefer to assess literacy as a ‘development goal’, not simply industrialization,
but the wider remit of ‘progress’.7 The controversy over the connection between
broad education and the industrial revolution perhaps lies still unresolved.8 The
extent of the ability to sign cannot answer that question, but illuminates whether
that level of writing was necessary for the industrial workforce in the earliest
phases of industrial development. That particular issue has been addressed by
many commentators from the perspective of the skilling of the workforce, of-
ten with the conclusion that practical induction was paramount. A different
consideration was advanced by Mitch that advancement in the workplace ne-
cessitated literacy, including writing, but the suggestion is related to the later
(Victorian) workplace, by then an institutionalized factory environment rather
than the household of the earlier phase of industrialization.9

The research has nevertheless largely been conducted at an aggregate level in
a national context.10 Indeed, in addressing their aggregative samples, Schofield
and Stephens indicated the topological diversity, between regions and urban and
rural. Relevant to the present context, the sample from marriage registers of
Stephens contained seven urban places in the Midlands, including Nottingham,
for 1754-62, 1799-1804, and 1831-7.11 Importantly, Loughborough had network
connections with Nottingham, another textile centre, although of a much more
imposing scale and more focused on lace manufacture. There have been voices
suggesting that literacy should be more contextually related to its local context,
particularly in (our) contemporary society, if less forcibly in historical research,
considering the conditions under which literacy was learned and the parameters
of accessibility.12 Whilst there have been examinations of the local evolution
of literacy, further additions to the mosaic may not be amiss. What is offered
here provides additional understanding of the formation of literacy in several
aspects. First, the location is an early industrializing locality, the small town
of Loughborough and the adjacent industrial village of Shepshed, in which the
stocking industry expanded from the early eighteenth century.13 Importantly,

6T. Laqueur, ‘Toward a cultural ecology of literacy in England, 1600-1800’, in D. P. Resnick,
ed., Literacy in Historical Perspective (Washington, DC, 1983), pp. 43-57.

7G. Elwert, ‘Society literacy: writing culture and development’, in D. R. Olson and N.
Torrance, eds, The Making of Literate Societies (Oxford, 2001), pp. 54-67.

8M. Sanderson, ‘Literacy and social mobility in the industrial revolution’, Past & Present

56 (1972), 75-104; E. G. West, ‘Literacy and the industrial revolution’, Economic History

Review 2nd ser. 31 (1978), 369-83; West, Education and the Industrial Revolution (London,
1975).

9D. F. Mitch, The Rise of Popular Literacy in Victorian England: The Influence of Pri-

vate and Public Policy (Philadelphia, PA, 1992), pp. 11-42 (‘The benefits of literacy in the
workplace’); see also Mitch, ‘Education and skill of the British labour force’, in R. Floud and
P. Johnson, eds, The Cambridge Economic History of Modern Britain. Volume I: Industri-

alisation (Cambridge, 2004), pp. 332-56.
10For example, Schofield, ‘Dimensions of illiteracy’, 206 (274 parishes).
11Stephens, Education, Literacy and Society, pp. 5-12.
12D. Barton and M. Hamilton, Local Literacies: Reading and Writing in One Community

(London, 1998) (Lancaster). Barry, ‘Literacy and literature in popular culture,’ p. 236, n. 16,
lists some local and regional studies.

13D. Levine, Family Formation in an Age of Nascent Capitalism (London, 1977).
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the status of ‘nominal’ literacy is analysed here in relation to this industrial
process, from the relative levels of signing and marks in the marriage registers.
Additionally, the ability to sign or not can be associated, if imperfectly, with
occupational status in early indsutrialization, for the incumbent or the parish
clerk included, if inconsistently, the perceived occupational status of fathers on
baptism of their children. This information can be connected through nominal
record linkage to some extent with the data on the grooms in the marriage reg-
isters. Overall then, the status of literacy is revealed for an early industrializing
location and associated with socio-economic standing before the more detailed
printed registers of the nineteenth century more readily allow that correlation.
There is another consideration. Here, the data are not confined to the marriage
partners which has hitherto been the norm, but comprehend also the witnessses
in the registers. Inclusion of the witnesses enables further local context of the
extent of literacy, if again imperfectly.

1 The data

The first collection of information analysed is derived from 2,091 marriages reg-
istered in the parish church of All Saints, Loughborough, the single ecclesiastical
district of the small town and its rural parish, combined with information about
the occupations of fathers at baptism, especially from 1782 to 1811.14 To rep-
resent various factors, the data are divided for some purposes into two cohorts:
1754-1781 and 1782-1811. One of the reasons is the contingent recording of
occupational information. Although some such information is provided between
1754 and 1774, it is laconic. From 1782, the register includes more compre-
hensive references to the occupation of fathers at baptism of children, a change
associated with the succession of Joseph Webster as parish clerk after the demise
of the longstanding previous incumbent of the office, Nicholas Webster. The co-
horts thus also represent two temporal generations. To some extent there is an
alignment with educational developments in the parish. In December 1786, a
memorandum was entered in the register of baptisms and burials: ‘This Year
Sunday Schools were first Instituted in this Town.’15

The personnel are not, of course, exclusive, with some featuring both be-
fore 1781 and afterwards, but the gross levels of literacy in each cohort is only
marginally affected. Homonymous entries are a problem, particularly for males,
but have been reduced to a single person, so that the numbers are probably
under-estimates rather than exaggerated. In the marriages up to and includ-
ing 1781, 23 percent involved an exogamous partner, mostly male (19 percent
grooms) but some female (4 percent brides). After 1781, an exogamous partner
susbscribed to 20 percent of the ceremonies (18 percent grooms and 2 percent
brides). The Loughborough parties thus comprise in the cohort to 1781 614

14Record Office for Leicestershire, Leicester and Rutland (ROLLR) DE667/1-13.
15For a recent reappraisal, K. D. M. Snell, ‘The Sunday School movement in England and

Wales: child labour, denominational control and working-class culture’, Past & Present 164
(1999), 122-68.
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grooms and 733 brides and from 1782 1,096 grooms and 1,305 brides.
The terminus ad quem relates to the Luddite activity in the town which

marks the end of a first phase of early industrialization. Concomitantly, George
Rose’s Act of 1812 prescribed the inclusion of the father’s occupation in the
baptismal register, which probably allows a more comprehensive linkage be-
tween marriage register and baptismal register for associating literacy and oc-
cupational status. More cogently, perhaps, educational opportunity for working
people was transformed, it has been suggested, from the ‘1810s’.16 The focus
here is on that earlier phase of industrial activity.

Information about the witnesses is inherently more complex. The names
of a small component are illegible, but marginal in number. Some witnesses
inscribed only the initial of their forename, equally marginal in number. In
all these instances, the material has to be rejected, since gender is indetermi-
nate and the witness cannot be associated with occupational data. In the first
tranche of marriages to 1781, 927 different witnesses can be elicited, 75 percent
of whom were male and 25 percent female. The second set of ceremonies was
attested by 1,446 different witnesses, 72 percent male and 28 percent female.
The complications of witnesses do not end there, of course. A significant num-
ber of marriage partners also witnessed other people’s weddings, not least those
occurring on the same day. Even exogamous grooms attested others’ marriages.
For the purposes of the analysis of the extent of literacy in the parish it is thus
necessary to isolate how many witnesses did not appear as marriage partners,
solely as witnesses. Accordingly, 379 males and 144 females attested marriages
to 1781 without appearing as marriage partners; thereafter, 570 males and 230
females witnesses who did not appear as marriage partners.

Secondly, 490 marriages from Shepshed between 1754 and 1791 have been
subjected to the same sort of examination.17 Once again, exogamous partners
have been excluded. Consequently, the data comprise information about 485
brides and 427 grooms. Additionally, a total of 479 individual witnesses were
invoked, only 49 of whom were female. This proportion of just over 10 percent
of female witnesses in Shepshed contrasts strongly with the higher percentage
of 28-29 in Loughborough. The explanations might involve the higher level
of female literacy in the small town than in the large village, according to
the predilection for literate witnesses (see further below) or that patriarchal
authority was stronger in the expanding village than the small town.

The marriage registers of Shepshed are highly unorthodox, not composed of
printed forms, but entirely manuscript entries. There is, furthermore, confusion
in the registration in 1781 and 1782, during the hiatus between parish clerks.
In 1781 also, two marriages were registered with a single witness for each.18

The registers therefore seem to contain some defects, but the long generation
of entries supplies a substantial sample for comparison with Loughborough,

16E. Griffin, Liberty’s Dawn: A People’s History of the Industrial Revolution (New Haven,
CT, 2014 edn), pp. 173, 180.

17ROLLR DE610/7-9.
18ROLLR DE610/10 Chatterton = Hetherley (19 February) and Atkin = Gostelow (25

February).
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between industrial village and small town with an industrial base. The possibil-
ity of correlating literacy with occupation in Shepshed is more circumscribed.
As in Loughborough, the registers transiently include occupations of fathers
of baptized children, especially between 1754 and 1770.19 Corresponding with
the relative sizes of population, the number of individual father’s occupations
recorded for Shepshed is minimal (about 80 different individuals).

It has to be conceded that a more elegant method of associating occupation
and the ability to sign, at least in the first cohort, would be correlating a parish-
level return under the Milita Act of 1757, but such detailed lists are not extant in
Leicestershire. Otherwise, the problem of defective occupational data has been
demonstrated by Schofield in a correlation of ‘nominal’ literacy and occupation
stated in merely 23 sets of marriage registers.20 In particular, the numbers of
male textile workers comprised only 41 in 1754-84, 83 in 1785-1814, and 38 in
1815-44.

The perceived deficiencies of the signature have been rehearsed numerous
times, from Schofield onwards.21 Faute de mieux, the signature offers a ‘stan-
dard and direct’ measure, of ‘middle-range’ quality.22 There is, moreover, little
evidence in the marriage registers that people alternated between the use of
signature and mark; they were consistent in this regard.23

2 The locality

During the late middle ages, Loughborough developed into the second largest
urban centre in Leicestershire behind the county borough. Not only a market
centre between three different pays (Soar valley, Charnwood Forest woodland,
and upland Wolds), its role as an administrative centre expanded too. Conse-
quently, by the early seventeenth century, it had attracted professional services
in the law and ‘medicine’. More relevantly for the present purpose, during the
late seventeenth century, the small town now stood at the northern end of an
industrializing region in the Soar valley, domestic hosiery manufacturing, es-
pecially of stockings, from north Leicester to Loughborough and the adjacent
parish of Shepshed.24

When the parish clerk temporarily noted occupations in the parish registers
in the middle of the seventeenth century, the industrial complex can be per-
ceived. On 7 September and 7 October 1653, John Browne and William Lowe,
both weavers, were interred.25 Between then and 1658, sixteen other weavers

19ROLLR DE610/6.
20Schofield, ‘Dimensions of illiteracy’, 209-12 and Table 10.1.
21Schofield, ‘The measurement of literacy’, 321-3; Barry, ‘Literacy and literature’.
22Schofield, ‘Dimensions of illiteracy’, 203.
23Barry, ‘Literacy and literature’.
24Levine, Family Formation. For the southern extension below Leicester as another indus-

trializing region, R. Carpenter, ‘Peasants and stockingers: socio-economic change in Guth-
laxton Hundred, Leicestershire, 1700-1851’, unpublished PhD thesis, University of Leicester,
1994; W. G. Hoskins, The Midland Peasant: Economic and Social History of a Leicestershire

Village (London, 1957; repr. Chichester, 2008), pp. 227-9 (Wigston Magna).
25ROLLR DE667/2.
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were mentioned in the register, with additionally a combmaker and two cloth-
workers. Then again, between 1664 and 1713, 27 weavers were entered in the
registers.26 More significantly, the daughter of Mr Folgamm, ‘stocking weaver’
was baptised on 25 April 1687. Considering the title accredited to him, the sta-
tus of hosier (putting-out merchant) seems appropriate. On 13 February 1690/1,
John the son of John Sharpe ‘Silkeweaver’, was baptised, reflecting some diver-
sity in textile production. Ten years later (22 December 1700), the son of the
‘Jersey=Comber’, James Dickinson, was christened. Finally, Mary, the daughter
of ‘Mr Rotherham’ ‘Framework knitter’ was received into the church on 5 Au-
gust 1701, perhaps also intimating a putting-out hosier. Of equal importance,
first references are made to ‘stockingers’ in 1721-8.27

When a later parish clerk of Loughborough resumed the references to oc-
cupations, of fathers of baptised children, during the effective decade between
January 1748/9 and October 1759, 62 stockingers were entered in the register.
That particular contingent represented only part of the textile workforce, men in
households still producing children. This male workforce was complemented in
the register by seven combers, four framesmiths, one specific framework-knitter,
two stocking weavers, and three generic weavers.28 However, it is defined, this
type of industrialization had already become a formative process in Lough-
borough by 1754.29 Some description of the character of the small town of
Loughborough in the eighteenth century is already available, with an emphasis
on elite networks rather than this existing industrial workforce.30

Loughborough has been visited in a wider study of Victorian literacy, by
Mitch, who included information of marriage data for Loughborough All Saints
in a sample of 221 marriage registers for 1839-43 and 1869-73. Including that
parish, eight ecclesiastical units from Leicestershire were sampled, the rest

26ROLLR DE667/3 29 April 1721, 1 February 1724/5, 27 September 1728.
27ROLLR DE667/3 29 April 1721, 1 February 1724/5, 27 September 1728.
28ROLLR DE667/4.
29D. C. Coleman, ‘Proto-industrialization: a concept too many?’, Economic History Review

36 (1983), 435-48; P. Hudson, ed., Regions and Industries: A Perspective on the Industrial

Revolution in Britain (Cambridge, 1989), pp. 24-68 (Hudson) and John K. Walton, ‘Proto-
industrialization and the first industrial revolution: the case of Lancashire’ in Hudson, ed.,
Regions and Industries, pp. 41-68 ; M. Daunton, Wealth and Welfare: An Economic and

Social History of Britain 1851-1951 (Oxford, 2007). For the concept, P. Kriedte, H. Medick,
and J. Schlumbohn, eds, Industrialization Before Industrialization: Rural Industry in the

Genesis of Capitalism (Cambridge, 1981). For a critical assessment, R. Houston and K. D.
M. Snell, ‘Proto-industrialization? Cottage industry, social change, and Industrial Revolu-
tion’, The Historical Journal 27 (1984), 473-92. For the initial approach to industry in the
countryside, J. Thirsk, ‘Industries in the countryside’, in F. J. Fisher, ed., Essays in the Eco-

nomic and Social History of Tudor and Stuart England (Cambridge, 1961), pp. 70-88. Jan de
Vries, The Industrious Revolution: Consumer Behavior and the Household Economy, 1650

to the Present (Cambridge, 2008); C. Muldrew, Food, Energy and the Creation of Industri-

ousness: Work and Material Culture in Agrarian England, 1550-1780 (Cambridge, 2011); E.
A. Wrigley, The Path to Sustained Growth: England’s Transition from an Organic Economy

to an Industrial Revolution (Cambridge, 2016).
30The earlier development is discussed by P. Clark, ‘Elite networking and the formation

of an industrial small town: Loughborough, 1700-1840’ in N. Raven and J. Stobart, eds,
Towns, Regions and Industries: Urban and Industrial Change in the Midlands, c. 1700-1840

(Manchester, 2005), pp. 161-75.
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mainly rural. By the time of his later data, All Saints no longer existed as the
single parish, with a significant area extracted for the formation of Emmanuel
parish, as well as Holy Trinity.31 That diminution of the parish is important for
the composition of the local population. For the earlier industrial development
of Loughborough, All Saints comprehended the entire locality.

Unsurprisingly, industrial development in Shepshed and Loughborough was
coeval. The initial evidence of industrial activity in the village (Shepshed) is
mention of the ‘silkstocking wever’ Thomas Trowell in 1655. In the first decade of
the eighteenth century, four percent of entries in the parish registers referred to
framework knitters, which had increased to a quarter by 1730.32 The incursion of
industry in this local countryside had been enabled by the freehold landholding
associated with a poor environment which resulted in the relative poverty of
agrarian income. This combination fostered the expansion of framework knitting
as a household economy, engaging the whole family. Local household structure
consisted of ‘coresident wage earners’, the largest households concomitant with
framework knitting and the related textile processes (seamers). These family
groups experienced a ‘culture of poverty’. The persistence of outdoor relief
supplemented low wages and underemployment.33 The mean household size
connected with the hosiery households extended to 4.73, coresident children
engaged as soon as possible in hosiery work.34 By the 1831 census, 553 heads of
household were employed in ‘manufacturing’, 123 in retail and craft enterprise,
and 138 agricultural labour.35 Family formation and its associated employment
was predominantly endogamous, Shepshed comprising 64 percent of places of
birth in the 1851 census.36

3 Spousal literacy

To commence with the raw numbers, first in Loughborough, 64 percent of
grooms had the ability to sign, compared with 44 percent of brides. Conversely,
56 percent of brides appended a mark by comparison with 36 percent of males.
In Shepshed, 58 percent of grooms employed a signature, but merely 28 percent
of brides. A mark was deployed by 72 percent of brides by comparison with 42
percent of grooms. The ostensible difference here is the much higher proportion
of young females in Shepshed who had not attained this level of literacy, but the
total numbers for Shepshed are much lower and so the margin of error might
have some significance. The extent of the contrast is so substantial (44 percent
signing against 28 percent), nonetheless, that some consideration must be at-

31Mitch, The Rise of Popular Literacy, pp. 215-21.
32Levine, Family Formation, p. 19.
33Levine, Family Formation, pp. 27-32.
34Levine, Family Formation, pp. 46, 49.
35Levine, Family Formation, p. 17 (Table 2.1).
36Levine, Family Formation, p. 44 (Table 3.5). Levine’s thesis has more detailed anal-

ysis of the 1851 census: ‘The demographic implications of rural industrialization: a family
reconstitution study of two Leicestershire villages, 1600-1851’, unpublished PhD, Cambridge,
1975.
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tached to the influence of the small urban society on levels of female literacy.
The wider employment opportunities and social economic mix in the small town
encouraged greater female achievement compared with the industrial village. In
the industrial village, the entire family was engaged in the productive process
from the earliest opportunity.

Such figures must be placed further in their local context since Loughborough
had developed as a small town and thus contained a variety of occupations,
including a sector of an urban and rural middling sort. Another caveat concerns
the status of the marriage partners: their life-course stage. Although they
had attained the age of majority (21) prescribed for marriage by banns under
Hardwicke’s Marriage Act, the partners were not yet fully socialized. Literacy
was a process rather than a stage and the acquisition of literacy might have
been effected through new household formation. For those reasons, occupational
status and literacy in the context of the household are addressed further below.
Similarly, the literacy of witnesses allows a wider perspective, for, although some
witnesses were no doubt contemporaries, others represented an older generation,
a later life-course stage during which literacy might have been acquired.37

For several years after the introduction of the new registration process in
1754, confusion existed about the manner of referring to the bride as she sub-
scribed in the register. Perhaps it is best illustrated from the contemporary mar-
riage register for the adjacent parish of Shepshed, in which the clerk prescribed
‘this Marriage was solemnizd (sic) between John Walker & Esther Walker late
Esther Dennis’ with the consequence that Esther signed the register as Esther
Walker.38 All the entries in this register conform to this protocol down to 1760.
Although this register is irregular in its format, the same situation obtained in
the counterpart in Loughborough. The Shepshed register was not composed of
printed sheets, the clerk entering the full text for the banns and the marriages in
manuscript, spilling over onto the pastedowns. In contrast, the Loughborough
marriage registers are entirely conventional, comprising printed forms. Even so,
from the initial entries to May 1757, brides signed by their new married sur-
name.39 The following number of examples might appear tedious, but they are
intended to reflect the flexibility of brides in adopting a new signature. On offi-
cially conjoining with Colin Macphael, Anne (sic) Biddles signed the register as
‘Ann Mackphaell’; similarly, Anne Hutchings certified as ‘Ann Guttridge’ beside
her groom Benjamin Gutteridge; Anne (sic) Wedgwood adapted to sign as ‘Ann
Langdall’, Anne (sic) Hacker as ‘Ann Parkinson’, and Anna Brown as the more
complicated ‘Anna Kirkland’.40 These women had thus adjusted rapidly to a
new form of signature, indicating a flexibility in ‘nominal’ literacy. Indeed, a
few brides exhibited this flexibility in the Shepshed registers in late years: Sarah
Yarwood as Kidger in 1770; Mary Jones as Morley in 1772; Elizabeth Gostelow
as Mee in 1774; and Mary Moult signed initially as Start, but cancelled that

37For the later acquisition of education, Griffin, Liberty’s Dawn, pp. 166-73.
38ROLLR DE610/7, p. 46 (1759).
39ROLLR DE667/11, nos 3-4, 12-14, 21, 23-26, 34-37, 42, 45-46, 48-50, 53, 58, 60-63.
40ROLLR DE667/11, nos 4, 25, 34, 45, 46.
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and replaced it with Moult in 1775.41 Even more refined, Mary Wale in 1772
inscribed herself as Berrington late Wale.42 This transition is, of course, only
visible in this gender-related context, but no doubt grooms had an equal facility.
The signature was not a single trick.43

The comparator for spousal literacy remains Schofield’s sample of 274 parishes,
concluding that the inability of brides to sign declined from 60 percent in the
middle of the eighteenth century to under 50 percent by 1840, with a lower
improvement for grooms, from 40 percent inability up to 1795 to 33 percent in-
capacity in 1840.44 The comparative levels in Loughborough do not deviate too
much from that national mean. The proportion of males with ‘nominal literacy’
in Loughborough was 64 percent between 1754 and 1811. The bridal capacity
over the same time approximated to 44 percent, not out of line with the wider
mean. In Shepshed, the male rate of ‘nominal’ literacy was slightly below the
contextual mean, by 2 percent. More startlingly, female literacy on this measure
was fundamentally low in comparison with the broader position, at 28 percent
being 12 points below. The specific context for this neglect of female education
was the household economy of textile production.

4 The literacy of witnesses

Legally, from 1754, matrimonial ceremonies required the presence of at least two
witnesses (‘two or more credible Witnesses’) at the celebration of the marriage
whose names were subscribed in the register.45 In practice, however, some mar-
riages in Loughborough, particularly by licence, but also by banns, attracted
more witnesses, sometimes as many as half a dozen. Three witnesses were thus
adduced for the marriage by licence of Robert Wilde and Mary Beeley and four
to the wedding of Joseph Stanley and Sarah Sarson authorized in the same man-
ner, in 1784 and 1785.46 When Francis Shaw and Hannah Martin married in
1788 by banns, however, three witnesses attended their ceremony.47 In 1793, the
names of six witnesses were inscribed in the register on the marriage of Henry
Clay, of Leicester, and Mary Cooper, of Loughborough, ostensibly by banns.48

So too the wedding after banns between William Booth and Mary Quail, both
of this parish, was certified by four witnesses in 1796.49 These supernumerary
witnesses did not occur until 1773.50 From the 1780s, they proliferated in the
Loughborough registers, with ultimately 92 ceremonies certified by more than

41ROLLR DE610/7 1 May 1770, 29 June 1772; DE610/10 30 November 1774, 30 November
1775.

42ROLLR DE610/7 24 November 1772.
43For the education of middling-sort women, G. J. Barker-Benfield, The Culture of Sensi-

bility: Sex and Society in Eighteenth-century Britain (Chicago, 1996 edn), pp. 161-73.
44Schofield, ‘Dimensions of illiteracy’, 206-8.
4526 Geo II, c. 33, s. xv.
46ROLLR DE667/12 1784-5, nos 150, 162.
47ROLLR DE667/12, no. 283.
48ROLLR DE667/12, no. 454.
49ROLLR DE667/12, no. 608.
50ROLLR DE667/11, no. 552.
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two witnesses. A large proportion concerned exogamous grooms, but not exclu-
sively; farming and retail partners also attracted more than the two stipulated
witnesses. In Shepshed, the proliferation of witnesses was less pronounced, fea-
turing in only nine marriages, commencing in 1784, seven of which involved
three witnesses. Two which commanded four and five witnesses took place on
the same day in 1786.51

Marginally, some of the witnesses represented exogamous marriage partners,
which is, for example, almost certainly the case in the inscription in the register
of the signature of John Johnson on the marriage of Edward Johnson of Quorn-
don with Elizabeth Forman of Loughborough in 1780.52 In other instances, the
association might not be so obvious. Inevitably, some such witnesses have in-
filtrated into the analysis. Another type of impermanent witness resulted from
the location of a significant barracks in the town, principally occupied by the
Oxford Blues. Both the grooms and some of their witnesses may have been
transient.

As indicated above, a proportion of the witnesses also appeared in the regis-
ters as marriage partners. Thus, in 1769, the conjoining of Benjamin Danby and
Alice Skelson, both of this parish, was confirmed by the witnessing of Thomas
Barrowdale and John Baradell, the former the marriage partner with Elizabeth
Hurst in the following ceremony, attested by Benjamin Danby and Alice Danby
(formerly Skelson). All four witnesses signed the register.53

The count of witnesses is further complicated by the repetitive signing by
parish officials, although their position is concealed in the register as only their
signature was entered. From 1754 until his demise in 1782, Nicholas Webster,
the parish clerk of Loughborough, signed as a witness to 404 marriages. Nicholas
had in fact succeeded Joseph Webster in the role, the register recording that
Joseph had been clerk on his burial entry on 20 May 1737.54 Joseph himself
had served in the office for about two decades: ‘Joseph Webster Chosen Clerk/
By the <Reverend> Mr John Allin Rector of this Parrish’ (25 March 1717).55

Nicholas had indeed been selected as parish clerk on 29 May 1737: ‘May the 29
1737 = Nicholas Webster was Chosen Clerk by the Reverend Mr John Alleyne
Rector of this Parish’.56 On 20 June 1782, his burial was recorded: ‘Nicholas
Webster who was 45 Years Clerk of this Parish Aged 66’57 the tender age of
nineteen suggesting some degree of nepotism. In his will of 2 June 1781 (probate
4 December 1782), he described himself as engraver.58 Almost immediately
after his decease, his son, Joseph, already 37, was appointed as his successor:
‘Memorandum That Joseph Webster was Chosen Clerk of this Parish By the
Reverend James Bickham Doctor of Divinity & Rector thereof July the 6th

51ROLLR DE610/10 4 July 1786.
52ROLLR DE667/11, no. 749.
53ROLLR DE667/11, nos 440-441.
54ROLLR DE667/3.
55ROLLR DE667/3.
56ROLLR DE667/3.
57ROLLR DE667/4.
58ROLLR DE73 PR/T/1782/224.
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1782’.59 In total, Joseph subscribed as witness to 879 wedding ceremonies up
to 1812 (and many more thereafter as he continued as parish clerk until his
expiration in 1829). The entry for his burial in 1829 recorded his position as
parish clerk, aged 85.60 In his will (8 March 1828), he considered himself a
gentleman.61

In Shepshed, the same dominance obtained. Here George James and William
Lester signed as witnesses to respectively 142 and 157 marriages. The former
attested to marriages from 1754 until his demise in 1781. In his will of 1780, he
stipulated that ‘All the debts owing to me on account of my Clarkship shall go
towards the defraying of my Funeral Expenses.’62 Although describing himself
as a tailor, he certainly also possessed real estate.63

Ineluctably, therefore, this dynasty of Loughborough parish clerks informed,
perhaps controlled, much of the protocol of registration and witnessing. These
officials from a kinship monopolised the position of parish clerk for 112 years
or so. Their pen print pervaded the registers. Indeed, the end leaves and
paste downs of two of the registers were arrogated by the monogram of Nicholas
Webster.64

Less prolific in these authentications was Samuel Wood, a tailor, and sexton
of Loughborough. He initially signed as a witness on 23 August 1791, with
Joseph Webster, the same day as his (Wood’s) marriage to Sarah North.65 After
a hiatus, he signed the register 25 times between 1798 and 1802, on five occasions
with Webster. It might be considered here too that George Brookes, the farmer
who attested multiple times, was also associated with Joseph Webster in signing
at eleven marriages. The possibility is thus raised that Webster elicited some of
the witnesses which might explain a high level of their nominal literacy.

To recapitulate, in the first cohort of matrimonial entries in the Lough-
borough register, 379 male and 144 females attested who were not marriage
partners during these years. Fully 88 percent of the male witnesses signed the
register. A comparable percentage of the females (86 percent) also inscribed a
signature. Of the similar (570) male witnesses in the second tranche, 85 percent
made a signature and females (230) 88 percent. There may then have been
some proclivity to invite witnesses who had nominal literacy to sign the regis-
ter, perhaps for some social cachet. The consequence is, nonetheless, that an
additional 459 nominally-literate persons complemented the nominally-literate
marriage partners in the cohort of 1754-81 and 684 in the second cohort to

59ROLLR DE667/4 end of 1782; for his baptism as son of Nicholas Webster, clerk: DE667/3
13 March 1745/6.

60ROLLR DE667/21, no. 2235.
61ROLLR DE73 PR/T/1829/198.
62ROLLR PR/T/1780 5 January 1780.
63The Poll for a Knight of the Shire to Represent the County of Leicester (Leicester, 1775),

p. 61; for five sons of tailors and one actual tailor who applied for positions at the Bank
of England, A. L. Murphy, ‘”Writes with a fair hand and appears to be well qualified”: the
recruitment of Bank of England clerks, 1800-1815’, Financial History Review 22 (2015), 19-44,
at pp. 29 (Table 4) and 33 (Table 5).

64ROLLR DE667/2 and 3.
65ROLLR DE667/12, nos 394-395.
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1811. The repertoire of inhabitants with the ability to sign in the parish was
thus considerably expanded.

Preponderantly, the witnesses attested only once in the first cohort of mar-
riages: only 29 percent subscribed their signature more than once, mostly twice
or thrice, including 23 female attestors. Although in the second cohort witnesses
who attested multiple times did so also mostly only on two or three occasions,
the number of recurring witnesses increased dramatically, to 48 percent, includ-
ing more than 60 women. Although some repeated their signatures at four to
six marriages, none equalled farmer George Brookes, who inscribed his signa-
ture at 27 marriages, perhaps a reflection of his social networks. After his first
subscription in 1792, he appended his signature often between 1804 and 1809.

Concerning Shepshed, 479 different witnesses appeared in the marriage reg-
isters, including those who also occurred as marriage partners, 85 percent of
whom signed, illustrating again the predilection for witnesses with this degree
of literacy and concomitantly the wider repertory of literacy. The most no-
ticeable different here is the small proportion of female testators, just over 10
percent. Where female witnesses were elicited, they almost all had the ability
to sign. There is here confirmation both of the desire for a nominally-literate
person as a credible witness and the lower encouragement of women to attain
this level.

To complete the pattern in Shepshed, 277 persons attested marriages who
did not recur as marriage partners. The vast majority (87 percent) appended
their signature. The preference for witnesses with the capability to sign is
evident. This premium on the ability to sign is perhaps illustrated also by a
quarter of the total (479) witnesses attesting more than once, exclusively those
who signed.

To account for the predilection or preference for witnesses with the ability
to sign the register, reference must be made to the specification in the Marriage
Act for credible witnesses. A signature validated the credibility of the witnesses.

5 Household and family

Since the transmission of ‘nominal’ literacy might be achieved within the house-
hold, consideration must be given to the literacy of the marriage partnership.
The following discussion addresses those components through the combinations
of: (1) grooms who signed with brides who signed (symmetrical literacy); (2)
grooms who signed with brides who placed their mark (asymmetrical literacy);
(3) grooms who appended their mark with brides who signed (asymmetrical
literacy); (4) and grooms and brides who both resorted to a mark (symmetrical
illiteracy). Combination (1) imputes a high propensity for the continuation of
literacy in the household, whilst households in category (4) indicate a low poten-
tiality for literacy, excluding external variables. The analysis rejects any mar-
riage with an exogamous partner, as it is uncertain whether the couple remained
in Loughborough or Shepshed. Households composed of two ‘nominally’-literate
adult partners comprised 34 percent of all unions between 1754 and 1811. At
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the other end of the spectrum, households consisting of nuptial partners who
placed a mark accounted for 30 percent of marriages. In between, households
formed by a groom who signed and bride who used a mark, amounted to an-
other 30 percent. As might be expected, the smallest proportion (6 percent)
consisted of households where the groom placed a mark and the bride signed. It
is evident that, ceteris paribus, just over a third of the households in Loughbor-
ough would probably transmit nominal literacy and just under a third would
not have the same capability. In the intermediate categories, transmission of
‘nominal’ literacy depended on the relative instrumentality of groom (father)
and bride (mother): who within the household was most involved in the child’s
development?66

A further aspect of this capacity of Loughborough households to promote
literacy pertained to a small increase in the marriages composed of groom and
bride without ‘nominal’ literacy, category (4) above. Before 1801, 29 percent
of marriages exhibited this status, but after 1801 the proportion increased to
33 percent, influenced by a pronounced upward drift from 1808. By the early
nineteenth century, the demands of the textile household had an impact on
literacy.

6 Occupations, status and literacy

In the absence of a comprehensive militia return, correlating the ability to sign
with occupation presents considerable difficulty. With some certainty, it is possi-
ble to identify the occupation or status of some 638 males in the small town, both
marriage partners and witnesses. Allocating them into occupational groupings
is not uncomplicated. Although there was some fluidity in life-course occupa-
tions, the workmen usually remained within the vague categories of ‘skilled’ or
‘unskilled’. Thus, boatmen were recruited from amongst the labourers, ‘un-
skilled’. On the other hand, victualling extended across a range of activity,
involving small-scale provisioning to middling-sort retailing. The most con-
tentious consideration, however, concerns textile production, closely associated
with the local conditions of literacy: particularly stockingers or, in later desig-
nation, framework knitters. Accordingly, textile artificers have been assigned to
a separate grouping, with sub-occupations.

Recognizing those problems, the men have been allocated to four occupa-
tional or status categories: retail; craft (including construction); textiles; and
labourers. Axiomatically, all those attributable to gentle status (esquire/gent),
farmers, and professional status (clerks, excise officers, doctors, attorneys, school-
masters and surgeons) corresponded to 100 percent ‘nominal’ literacy. Retailers
with the capacity to sign comprised 87 percent of all provisioners in Loughbor-
ough, complicated by seven of twenty-two victuallers who placed a mark. In
the craft category, this degree of pragmatic literacy was attained by 76 percent;
some joiners, masons, shoemakers, and tailors lacked the facility. The textile

66K. Wilson, The Sense of the People: Politics, Culture and Imperialism in England, 1715-

1785 (Cambridge, 1998 edn), pp. 30-1, n. 7.
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section is, as suggested, more complex. Overall, 59 percent had acquired this el-
ement of literacy, but included the commercial element of seven hosiers and one
lace manufacturer and an industrialist, a dyer. Surprisingly, all thirteen combers
had the ability to sign the register. Concentrating only on stockingers and (lat-
terly) framework knitters, the capacity to sign descends to 49 percent. Finally,
the category of labourers contains generic labourers, chaise drivers, boatmen,
gardeners, and concomitant activities. Among these men, only 38 percent had
acquired this ‘nominal’ literacy. For most categories, these numbers are highly
contingent, since they do not comprehend the entire population of these trades,
crafts and activities, but a random correlation where the information is avail-
able.

As indicated above, the information for Shepshed is minimal, but allows
some deductions, mostly confirmatory. Retailers were uniformly ‘nominally’ lit-
erate. Most husbandmen had the capacity, but some apparently did not. With
a couple of exceptions, labourers did not have the ability to sign. When the
curate of Quorndon celebrated a marriage in Shepshed in 1774 during a va-
cancy, the occupation of the groom was included, on just this one occasion: a
stockinger who signed the register (whose bride also signed), following contem-
porary practice in Quorndon.67 Interestingly, the stockingers (just under forty
in all) again were divided almost equally between signers and markers. There
is another approach for Shepshed by relating the signatories to the Poll Book
of 1775. Exactly fifty men with the franchise resided in the village, eligibility
based on 40s. freehold for the county election. Thirty-three of them subscribed
in the marriage registers with their signature, all except one as witnesses. Two
suppositions might follow: these proprietors, many of whom probably small-
holders, had acquired ‘nominal’ literacy; secondly, they were in demand for this
ability to sign as witnesses to marriage.68

7 Literacy in one family

Between 1756 and 1810, fourteen members of the Capp kinship in Loughbor-
ough signed the register, as brides, grooms and witnesses. None made a mark.
Predominantly, the signatories were female, including just four males. The fe-
males acted equally as brides and witnesses. ‘Nominal’ literacy was seemingly
attained by males and females in this kinship in the late eighteenth century.

The family belonged to that nucleus of longevious parishioners variously
described as ‘core families’, ‘focal families’ or ‘stable families’.69 Not only ge-
nealogically core (continuous), the kinship belonged to the influential farming

67ROLLR DE610/7 Robinson = Caurah 1 August 1774; W. P. W. Phillimore et al., ed.,
Leicestershire Marriage Registers volume 9 (London, 1908-14), pp, 40-9 (1770-98).

68Poll for a Knight of the Shire (1775), pp. 60-1. For the fragmentary holdings in the
village, Levine, Family Formation, but also the survey and valuation of the parish of Shepshed
in 1823: ROLLR DE2736/2.

69For the synonyms, A. Mitson, ‘The significance of kinship networks in the seventeenth
century: south-west Nottinghamshire’ in C. V. Phythian-Adams, ed., Societies, Cultures and

Kinship, 1580-1850: Cultural Provinces and English Local History (London, 1993), pp. 24-5.
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sector which became the ‘middling sort’ in the late seventeenth and early eigh-
teenth century.70 Without reconstructing the precise genealogy, the signifiers
of esteem of the family can be denominated. The progenitors of the family ex-
tend back into the middle of the sixteenth century in the parish, although their
predominance became recognizable in the early seventeenth with James (1615-
1656).71 His successor, another James, was accorded the epithet husbandman,
but probably in a euphemistic manner, as the title yeoman was rarely employed
in Loughborough. By December 1688, Capp had been appointed high consta-
ble.72 Moving into the early eighteenth century, when Elizabeth was baptized,
she was described as the daughter of ‘Master Samuell Capp’.73 Seven years
later, Master George Capp was interred, followed five years after by Mistress
Ellin Capp.74 When William Capp was buried in 1746, he too was dignified
as Master.75 In the middle of the century, the registers allude variously to
Master John Capp, farmer, John Capp, husbandman, and Master John Capp,
husbandman.76 Similarly, the clerk made observations to Master Samuel Capp,
husbandman.77 On subsequent interments of James and John Capp, the des-
ignation Master was employed.78 Both John and James had qualified for the
franchise of 40s. freeholders (a total of 62 in Loughborough) for Parliamentary
elections.79 By the late eighteenth century, the farming branch of the fam-
ily was represented by William Capp, alternatively described in the register
as husbandman and grazier.80 In the proprietors charged to the Land Tax in
1784, both James and William Capp appeared, William inscribed as Master.81

So too Bridget Capp was accorded the title of Mistress in the enregistering
of her burial.82 Perhaps with some pretension, William intended his first two
sons to have double forenames, unusual in the parish and locality at this time
and, where deployed, more customarily associated with daughters, and then the
fairly repetitive and unusual Mary Ann. On the first son he conferred the names
Robert Hacker and on the second Thomas Hacker. Sadly, both died in infancy,
the first just over a month from birth and the second at five months.83 Perhaps
these nominations reflected a desire to pretend to gentle status.84 For the third

70H. R. French, The Middling Sort of People in Provincial England 1600-1750 (Oxford,
2007), pp. 18-29. For genealogically continuous, M. Strathern, Kinship at the Core: An

Anthropology of Elmdon, a Village in North-West Essex in the Nineteen-sixties (Cambridge,
1981).

71ROLLR DE667/1; DE667/2 11 December 1656.
72ROLLR DE667/2 1 May 1680, December 1688.
73ROLLR DE667/3 24 April 1717.
74ROLLR DE667/3 16 May 1722, 18 April 1727.
75ROLLR DE667/3 20 April 1746.
76ROLLR DE667/4 14 July 1749, 8 April 1751, 3 August 1752, 5 December 1754.
77ROLLR DE667/4 27 November 1751, 14 June 1754.
78ROLLR DE667/4 23 September 1766, 18 March 1775
79Poll for a Knight of the Shire (1775), p. 55.
801796.
81ROLLR DE2517.
82ROLLR DE667/5 12 December 1791.
83ROLLR DE667/4 8 April 1787, 23 May 1787, 4 July 1788, 2 December 1788.
84Katharina Leibring, ‘Given names in European naming systems’, in C. Hough, ed., The

Oxford Handbook of Names and Naming (Oxford, 2016), p. 208.
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son, William reverted to a more traditional single forename, Thomas, but this
child survived only a few days.85

This kinship exemplifies the association of literacy with middling-sort farm-
ing families, an ability distributed constantly through female as well as male
members.

8 Conclusion

One of the principal impediments to formal education of children was the
opportunity-cost. Such a consideration was particularly apposite in industri-
alizing locations, not least in early textile industries in which the whole of the
family was engaged in domestic production. The cost extended to the diver-
sion of income to school fees, even if the educational facilities were available.
Access to education affected resources in two ways: loss of income through di-
version of labour and diminution of resources through diversion of money. Child
labour was a constant requisite in domestic textile production, not just a sea-
sonal requirement.86 It is consequently of little point rehearsing the existence of
schoolteachers in the small town and the industrial parish. The impact of even
charity schools was probably immaterial in this respect.87 If, however, literacy
was learned within the household, it seems that female siblings remained at a
disadvantage in late-eighteenth-century Shepshed.88

The cultural significance of the ability to sign was complex. Unlike in the
middle of the nineteenth century, marriage partners appear to have retained
a predilection for witnesses with the capacity to sign.89 Part of the impetus
might have derived from the legal requirement for credible witnesses. In the
initial decades of the new legislation from 1754, this prescription might have
induced a presumption of literacy as proper validation. That preference does
not imply a cultural ‘distinction’ reflecting stigmatization of the inability to
sign.90 Whilst a significant proportion of working people did not possess this
facility, stigmatization was abated. Stigmatization depends on the opportunity
to discredit, to depict imperfections, and to encode social information about
defects.91 ‘Nominal’ illiteracy did not at that time constitute a failure to con-

85ROLLR DE667/4 1 and 6 February 1790.
86Vincent, Literature and Popular Culture, pp. 54-5; M. Anderson, Family Structure in

Nineteenth Century Lancashire (Cambridge, 1971), p. 108.
87Vincent, Literacy and Popular Culture, p. 53; for the emphasis on comportment, W. M.

Jacob, ‘The eye of his master: children and charity schools’ in D. Wood, ed., The Church and

Childhood (Studies in Church History 31, Oxford, 1994), pp. 363-77.
88Compare L. Pollock, Forgotten Children: Parent-child Relations from 1500 to 1900 (Cam-

bridge, 1997 edn), pp. 239-49.
89Compare Vincent, Literacy and Popular Culture, p. 31.
90P. Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste trans. R. Nice

(London, 2007 edn), pp. 372-96 (‘The Choice of Necessity’); S. J. Charlesworth, A Phe-

nomenology of Working Class Experience (Cambridge, 2000), pp. 203-74 (‘culture of neces-
sity’).

91E. Goffman, Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity (London, 1990 edn),
pp. 14, 58-64.
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form to a norm. Working people had their own cultural expectations focused
on skills and sociability.

On the other hand, although practical induction remained the important
means of transfer of occupational education, stockingers were divided in their
engagement with ‘nominal’ literacy. Although not mandatory, the ability to
sign in this group had become a question of personal cultural attainment.92

Only with the further intrusion of the state into private and family life was
the imperative for ‘nominal’ literacy introduced. Then even more than now,
social esteem in this social category ensued from the contribution of labour and
production.93

92As Griffin, Liberty’s Dawn.
93A. Honneth, Disrespect: The Normative Foundations of Critical Theory (Cambridge,

2008 edn), pp. 75-6; perhaps the ‘proletarian public sphere’ of O. Negt and A. Kluge, Public

Sphere and Experience: Analysis of the Bourgeois and Proletarian Public Spheres trans. P.
Labanyi, J. O. Daniel and A. Oksiloff (London, 2016).
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THE RETURN OF OWNERS
OF LAND AND THE

TRANSFORMATIONS OF THE 1870s
Dave Postles

The examination of landed society in the nineteenth century has been so
exhaustive that it might be considered that there is little further to explore.1 By
and large, however, the focus has been on the fortunes of the greater landed
estates, and the vicissitudes of the small owner have been addressed to a lesser
extent.2 There have also been some efforts to delineate the pattern of
landowning over a secular trend from the seventeenth through to the late
nineteenth centuries.3 There has thus been a concentration on particular types
of landowner. What is attempted here is an analysis of the whole range of
landownership within a single county. For that purpose, a considerable amount
of quantification and statistical analysis is unavoidable, which may sometimes
be tedious to read, but without which proper and deep analysis could not be
performed. Since the examination depends entirely on a single source – The
Return of Owners of Land in 1873 – the conclusions relate to the structure of
landowning synchronically, at one particular time, but, as argued below, at a
conjuncture which perhaps represented the apogee of the ‘estates system’.4

THE CONTEXT: CONJUNCTURE

The survey of landownership which was compiled during 1873 and published two
years later as The Return of Owners of Land was in one respect an integral part of
nineteenth-century investigative government.5 As well as the original impetus for

1 F. M. L. Thompson, Gentrification and the Enterprise Culture: Britain 1780–1980 (Oxford, 2001);
N. B. Harte and R. E. Quinault, eds, Land and Society in Britain, 1700–1914: Essays in Honour of
F. M. L. Thompson (Manchester, 1996); F. M. L. Thompson, ed., Landowners, Capitalists and
Entrepreneurs: Essays for Sir John Habakkuk (Oxford, 1994); J. V. Beckett, ‘Agricultural
landownership and estate management’, in E. J. T. Collins, ed., The Agrarian History of England
and Wales, vol. 7: 1850–1914, Part 1 (Cambridge, 2000), 693–758; Beckett, ‘Landownership and
estate management’, in G. E. Mingay, ed., The Agrarian History of England and Wales, vol. 6:
1750–1850 (Cambridge, 1989), 545–640. These are just some of the most recent contributions;
other work is cited in the footnotes below.

2 For example, Beckett, ‘The decline of the small landowner in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
England: some regional considerations’, Agricultural History Review, 30 (1982), 97–111; Beckett,
‘The decline of the small landowner in England and Wales, 1660–1900’, in Thompson, ed.,
Landowners, Capitalists and Entrepreneurs, 89–112.

3 Thompson, ‘The social distribution of landed property in England since the sixteenth century’,
Economic History Review, 2nd ser., 19 (1966), 505–17; Beckett, ‘The pattern of landownership in
England and Wales, 1660–1880’, Economic History Review, 2nd ser., 37 (1984), 1–22.

4 For the notion of the persistence of an ‘estates system’, J. H. Habakkuk, Marriage, Debt and the
Estates System. English Landownership, 1650–1950 (Oxford, 1994).

5 PP H.C. (1874) LXXII.

Trans. Leicestershire Archaeol. and Hist. Soc., 84 (2010)
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its production, many other important contexts heighten the significance of the
survey for historians. The reform of English Land Law, which had effectively
commenced in 1833, was hesitatingly approaching a critical point, with less
successful attempts to introduce the central registration of title to land in the
1870s and more effectual reform of married women’s property rights between
1870 and 1882.6 In that decade too, initial, but certainly tentative, attempts were
made to improve the housing of the working classes, alongside the extension of
bye-law building regulations.7 Land use and the price of land were affected by the
incipient development of suburbia, facilitated by improved transport.8 The
balance of population in urban centres and in the countryside had been inverted
since 1851, with increasing demographic and spatial pressure on the larger urban
centres.9 Within a decade of 1875, boundary extensions of urban places began to
intrude on the countryside.10 The cadastre of 1873 probably reflects an apogee of
the ‘estates system’, before the advent of the great agricultural depression in the
next decade, and the fragmentation and sale of some of the great estates in the
early twentieth century.11 We have then the detailed raw data of the character of
landowning in Leicestershire at an important time, perhaps reflecting back
centuries of development, but about to be somewhat transformed.12

6 For attempts at registration, A. W. B. Simpson, A History of the Land Law (2nd edn, Oxford,
1986), 271–2, 274, 280–3 (proposals of 1832, 1859, 1862), culminating in Lord Cairn’s Act of
1875 (38 & 39 Victoria, c. 87), which provided for voluntary registration of ‘mere possessory’ titles,
but was entirely ineffective, only 48 titles registered nationally by 1879; R. J. Morris, ‘Men, women
and property: the reform of the Married Women’s Property Act, 1870’, in Thompson, ed.,
Landowners, Capitalists and Entrepreneurs, 171–91; Lee Holcombe, Wives and Property: Reform
of the Married Women’s Property Law in Nineteenth-century England (Oxford, 1983); Mary Beth
Combs, ‘Cui bono? The 1870 British Married Women’s Property Act, bargaining power, and the
distribution of resources within marriage’, Feminist Economics, 12 (2006), 51–83; B. Griffin, ‘Class,
gender, and liberalism in parliament, 1868–1882: the case of the Married Women’s Property Acts’,
Historical Journal, 46 (2003), 59–87.

7 P. J. Aspinall, The Size Structure of the House-Building Industry in Victorian Sheffield (University of
Birmingham, Centre for Urban and Regional Studies, 1977).

8 F. M. L. Thompson, ed., The Rise of Suburbia (Leicester, 1982).
9 S. Szreter, Fertility, Class and Gender in Britain 1860–1940 (Cambridge, 1996).
10 In the case of Leicester, under the 1892 boundary extension, parts of Aylestone, Belgrave, Evington

and Braunstone: R. A. McKinley, ed., VCH Leicestershire: volume 4: The City of Leicester (Oxford,
1958), pp. 415–38.

11 F. M. L. Thompson, ‘The land market in the nineteenth century’, Oxford Economic Papers, 9
(1957), 285–308; Thompson, English Landed Society in the Nineteenth Century (London, 1963);
J. V. Beckett and M. Turner, ‘End of the Old Order? F. M. L. Thompson, the Land Question, and
the burden of ownership in England, c. 1880–c. 1925’, Agricultural History Review, 55 (2007),
269–88; Thompson, ‘The land market, 1880–1925: a reappraisal reappraised’, Agricultural History
Review, 55 (2007), 289–300. The initial impact of the depression was experienced shortly after the
Return was published: M. Turner, ‘Output and prices in UK agriculture, 1867–1914, and the Great
Agricultural Depression reconsidered’, Agricultural History Review 40 (1992), 38–51, particularly
the figures; and E. H. Hunt and S. J. Pam, ‘Responding to agricultural depression, 1873–96:
managerial success, entrepreneurial failure’, Agricultural History Review 50 (2002), 225–52,
usefully discusses the literature and divergent views.

12 The validity of the information about farm sizes in the 1851 census has been rehabilitated by L.
Shaw-Taylor, ‘Family farms and capitalist farms in mid-nineteenth century England’, Agricultural
History Review 53 (2005), 158–91.
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CONTEXT: PHILOSOPHICAL AND POLITICAL DEBATE

The Return of Owners of Land, published in 1875, included a recapitulation of
the original discussion in the House which initiated this survey of landownership.
The request for its production was made by the Earl of Derby, who proclaimed
that:

They all knew that out-of doors there was from time to time a great outcry raised
about the monopoly of land, and, in support of that cry, the wildest and most
reckless exaggerations and mis-statements of fact were uttered as to the number of
persons who were the actual owners of the soil.13

Referring to the 1861 census returns, Derby alluded to the inference that had been
made that land was concentrated in the hands of some 30,000 owners, referring
also to the ‘popular notion’ of the absorption of small holdings into larger estates.
As the Lords protested, the estimate based on the census returns was an under-
estimate since it relied on the self-declaration of status/main occupation by heads
of household. A perceived result was the decline of a ‘class’ of ‘peasant
proprietors’, ensuing, according to the Lords, from their decisions to sell, as the
value of their lands was augmented to 40 to 50 years purchase.14 Derby
contended, nevertheless, that the decline in the number of these traditional small
holdings was compensated by the advent of a new type of landownership
concentrated near towns and railway stations.15

The survey was thus performed to mitigate the large landowners’ fears of a
misconception about the social distribution of landownership.16 Criticism of the
current distribution had indeed been levelled, but there were also more radical
advocates of change. The reforming critique ranged along a spectrum from
libertarian (modest) to radical (extreme), from philosophical criticism to social
dissatisfaction. From one perspective, the critique was focused on the distribution
of ownership, as reflected in the great landowners’ own anxious statements noted
above, but from another it involved the entire principle of (private) ‘property’ in
land. In one way the complaints engaged with a debate about different notions of
social stability and civic responsibility; in another with more radical social ideas.
For the sake of simplicity, it is necessary to consider different critiques
individually, but the ideas were formidably complicated.

In his Social Statics of 1850–51, Herbert Spencer (1820–1903) impugned
private property in land as a derogation of the freedom of others.17 In Chapter IX

13 Return of Owners of Land 1873 Volume I (London, 1875: C.1097-I), 3.
14 J. V. Beckett, ‘The peasant in England: a case of terminological confusion’, Agricultural History

Review 32 (1984), 113–23, for consideration of the context.
15 Return of Owners of Land, 3–4.
16 For the wider context, now, P. Readman, Land and Nation in England: Patriotism, National

Identity, and the Politics of Land, 1880–1914 (Woodbridge, 2008); M. Cragoe and Readman, eds,
The Land Question in Britain, 1750–1950 (Basingstoke, 2010).

17 A. Reeve, Property (New Jersey, 1986), 84–6. Reeve assumed that Spencer’s argument was about
distribution, but it should be more correctly perceived as a total abrogation of the ‘rights’ of
property, as will be demonstrated below.
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(‘The right to the use of the earth’), Spencer decried the justification of private
property in land from various perspectives, ‘historical’ (against Locke’s suggestion
of an origin of property) and philosophical. In response to Locke, he denied the
notion of the labour theory of acquisition; Locke’s notions could not be
historically substantiated since land was more likely to be acquired through force
and the deprivation of others than through a simple application of labour to
justify its acquisition. In the philosophical realm, the existence of private property
was contrary to justice, the ‘law of equal freedom’. For the propertyless, private
property amounted to unfreedom; the dereliction of the landless was untenable:
‘And the existence of such a class is wholly at variance with the law of equal
freedom.’18 Since land had historically been accumulated inevitably by force, ‘[I]t
can never be pretended that the existing titles to such property are legitimate.’19 In
a prescient prediction of the debate some 20 years later, Spencer questioned
whether there was any justification for the notorious actions of several of the great
landowners of the Lords: the Duke of Leeds preventing tourists from visiting Ben
Mac Dhui; the Duke of Atholl closing Glen Tilt; the Duke of Buccleuch resisting
chapel sites for the free church; and the Duke of Sutherland’s Highland
clearances.20 Such an ‘ultra-Tory doctrine’ that ‘landowners are the only legitimate
rulers of a country’ was anathema and false, equivalent to a ‘landowning
despotism’.21

Here, Spencer was not arguing about the distribution of landed property, but
challenging the very existence of private property in land. The extremity of his
argument is realised in his radical solution, the re-appropriation (perhaps even
expropriation) of all land into communal ownership: ‘joint stock ownership of the
public’; ‘the country would be held by the great corporate body – Society [the
nation]’, which would then lease the land to individual farmers for productive
use.22 Compensation for the confiscation of land presented such difficulty that
Spencer was prepared to ignore it:

Meanwhile, we should do well to recollect that there are others besides the landed
class to be considered. In our tender regard for the vested interests of the few, let
us not forget that the rights of the many are in abeyance; and must remain so as
long as the earth is monopolized by individuals. Let us remember too, that the
injustice thus inflicted on the mass of mankind, is an injustice of the gravest
nature. The fact that it is not so regarded, proves nothing.23

Nor was equal distribution of land the answer, for ‘an equal apportionment of the
fruits of the earth amongst all, is not consistent with pure justice’, since
subsequent re-adjustment might re-introduce imbalances and inequities.24 In

18 Spencer, Social Statics; or, The Conditions Essential to Human Happiness Specified, And the First of
Them Developed (New York, 1865 edn; first published 1850), 131–42 (quotation at p. 138); contra
Locke, pp. 134–7, 144–9.

19 Social Statics, 133.
20 Social Statics, 139.
21 Social Statics, 140, 143.
22 Social Statics, 141–2.
23 Social Statics, 142.
24 Social Statics, 149–50.
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short, the ‘law of equal freedom’ prohibited any private property in land.
Where, then, did these propositions place Spencer? He denounced socialism

and communism, particularly Proudhon.25 It remains difficult, however, to see
how his ideas here can be reconciled with his ‘social Darwinism’, the basic tenet of
his sociological investigation.26 Despite the explicitness of his propositions,
Spencer some 30 years later attempted to modify what he had earlier proclaimed.
This ambiguity was occasioned by the reiteration of Spencer’s proposals by Henry
George (1839–97) in his Progress and Poverty, published in the US in 1879,
although not made available in Britain until issued by Kegan Paul, Trench & Co.
in 1882. George maintained that Social Statics had been largely ignored in
England until he reproduced the argument.27

Whether that was the case or not, radical criticism of land ownership occurred
from another direction. The radical Land and Labour League was established after
the 1868 election, immediately after the Second Reform Act of 1867. The
principal proponent of the new organisation was the radical and secularist Charles
Bradlaugh (1833–91), who had also in 1860 co-founded The National Reformer.
In 1869, The National Reformer included a reprinting of William Maccall’s
pamphlet The Land and the People, which proposed a National Land League, the
result of which was the formation of the Land and Labour League.28 As well as
issuing an appeal to the populace in 1869, the Land and Labour League engaged
in provincial activities through branches in many counties.29

More moderate and tempered demand for land reform came from the liberal,
free-trade advocates and philosophers. In 1864, Cobden’s last speech in
Manchester made reference to the problem of landownership which had
necessitated the Repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846, and which had aggravated the
issues of the food supply and profits of agriculture in the ‘High Farming’ of the
1850s and 1860s. The philosophical mantle for this demand for reform was
provided by John Stuart Mill. Mill’s criticism was directed at the ‘estate system’
which perpetuated the concentration of landowning. In effect, his argument
focused entirely on the distribution of landownership. To facilitate free trade in
land, equivalent to free trade in commerce, Mill advanced arguments against
entail, primogeniture and the disqualification of women as landowners in their
own right.30

25 Extensively at Social Statics, 149–54.
26 For his ‘social Darwinism’ avant la lettre, G. Ritzer, Sociological Theory (5th edn, Singapore, 2000),

32–5.
27 George, A Perplexed Philosopher: Being an Examination of Mr. Herbert Spencer’s Various

Utterances on the Land Question, with Some Incidental Reference to His Synthetic Philosophy
(1892).

28 E. Royle, Radicals, Secularists and Republicans: Popular Freethought in Britain, 1866–1915
(Manchester, 1980).

29 N. Agar, Behind the Plough: Agrarian Society in Nineteenth Century Hertfordshire (Hertford,
2005), 169.

30 M. Evans, ‘John Stuart Mill and Karl Marx: some problems and perspectives’, History of Political
Thought, 21 (1989), 273–98; A. Ryan, Property and Political Theory (Oxford, 1984), 154; E.
Spring, Law, Land & Family in England: Aristocratic Inheritance in England, 1300–1800 (Chapel
Hill, NC, 1993), 113.
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By the 1860s, therefore, considerable challenges to the existing pattern of
landownership had become manifest. The profile of this debate was enhanced by
the complications of politics and taxation. Since 1803, schedule A of the income
tax related to receipts from land and buildings, and schedule B to farming
profits.31 The Land Tax, introduced in 1692, heightened the sense of obligation on
landowners. That sensibility continued after 1875, and was enshrined in the 1910
Valuation and 1911 Finance Acts. The response of the greater landowners and
gentry consisted of their indicating their unremunerated contributions to public
service, management of the political system, and conservation of national
traditions. Political contention was inevitably aroused by the question of
landownership, since in rural constituencies the franchise had long been
established as 40s. freehold; between 1798 and 1832, the Land Tax returns were
employed as the register of electors for this qualification. The expansion of the
franchise by the Second Reform Act inevitably provoked questions about the
pattern of landownership.32 The Chartist Land Plan, the 1848 Encumbered Estates
legislation for Irish landowners, and the persistence of the Irish Land Question,
maintained the visibility of the political concerns about landownership. It was to
this general climate that the Lords in 1873 reacted in their attempt to diffuse
consternation and criticism. What the great landowners intended to demonstrate
was the wider basis of landownership in the country to occlude the size of estates
in the hands of the great landowning families. The Marquess of Salisbury had, in
preparation, inspected the ratebooks for Hertfordshire to estimate the number of
owners of parcels of land. Viscount Halifax, indeed, introduced into the House a
valuation list from Scotland. The subsequent Return was largely constituted on
the methods proposed by these Lords in the House.33

CONTEXT: THE COLLECTION OF THE DATA

The mechanism of the Return more or less followed the procedure recommended
by the Lords. The Return was compiled by the Local Government Board (LGB)
from the valuation lists maintained in each parish under the 1862 Union
Assessment Committees Act. Instructions were dispatched to the clerks to the
Boards of Guardians in September 1872 and the information received back over
the next two years. The LGB itself recognised the potential ambiguities and defects
in the Return. Revision of the valuation lists was inconsistent and incomplete, so
that details of ownership were sometimes inaccurate. There was some debate, as
was rehearsed in the Lords, as to what constituted ‘ownership’: only freehold
(socage) or additionally long leases? The LGB decided to include leases for more
than 99 years (building leases which had a low ground rent and the longer

31 N. Ferguson, The Cash Nexus: Money and Power in the Modern World 1700–2000 (London,
2001), 73.

32 For rural politics in general, M. Woods, Contesting Rurality: Politics in the British Countryside
(Aldershot, 2005).

33 Return of Owners of Land, 4.
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agricultural leases).34 Of particular concern for the discussion of clerical
landownership below, glebe lands were returned either under official title or under
a personal name, which complicates the status of land owned by clerics: whether
in their capacity as parochial clergy or as individuals or family members.35

The Return provides detailed information about all those landowners with
more than an acre of land, specifying their name (and, inconsistently, title), their
place of residence, the amount of land owned and the total annual rental value of
the land. In addition, it provides the total number of owners of less than one acre
and the total amount of land owned, without the fuller description. What it does
not include is the location of the land, although that can, in many cases, be
inferred, with the exception of landowners resident outside the county.

The LGB thus professed to have encompassed in the Return some 34.5 million
acres outside the London metropolitan area, with a gross estimated valuation,
excluding tithes and London, of approximately £99.3 million. The total number
of owners of more than one acre was considered to be 269,547 and of less than
one acre 703,289, comprising in total 972,836. No doubt, the Lords thus felt fully
justified in their statement that the 30,000 landowners inferred from the 1861
census was a gross underestimate.

CONTEXT: LEICESTERSHIRE

In this county, the Return accounted for 4,927 owners of more than one acre of
land, encompassing a total of 517,484 acres with a total annual rental value of
just over £1 million (£1,079,307). Additionally, the Return enumerated 8,921
owners of less than one acre, amounting to £414,070 of annual rental value,
without furnishing the details. For perspective, the Return included the elementary
statistics of the 1871 census: a population in the county of 269,311; 58,606
inhabited houses; in 334 parishes.36 The intention here is to manipulate
statistically and map the raw data to elucidate the character of landowning (above
the level of one acre) at the zenith of rural landownership.37 For comparison
throughout, the mean annual rental value of the 517,484 acres pertaining to
owners of estates of more than one acre was £2 1s. per acre.

THE MAIN CHARACTERISTICS OF LANDOWNERSHIP

The tabulation relates only to the owners of more than one acre, whose total
holdings amounted to 517,484 acres; it excludes the 8,921 owners of less than one
acre, who collectively held just over 1,742 acres.

34 Return of Owners of Land, 7–8. See, on this general point of what constitutes ‘property’, Reeve,
Property, 13–14.

35 Return of Owners of Land, 9.
36 Described in the summary content in the Return of Owners of Land, 15, and in the tabular material

for the county.
37 The mapping has been performed using QGIS, an OpenSource GIS application, and the UKBorders

data at Edina UK. I am grateful to both organisations for the use of these facilities.
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Shortly after the Return, John Bateman produced an analysis of the
information, divided into a number of categories. Since his concern was primarily
the landed aristocracy, more comprehensive information was provided by him for
‘Peers’ and the ‘Great Landowners’ (those owning more than 3,000 acres). For his
subsequent categories, his information contained only the aggregate amount of
land: ‘Squires’, ‘Greater Yeomen’, ‘Lesser Yeomen’, ‘Small Proprietors’ and
‘Cottagers’.38 Those classifications are distinctly misleading, since they correlate
poorly with social status in late-Victorian England or with the actual usage of the
land, given the transformation in land use. For the purposes here, the original data
of landownership have been re-analysed, as in Table 1.

At the apex of landownership remained the Duke of Rutland, whose estate
centred on Belvoir Castle extended to 30,109 acres, one rood and six perches,
accruing a gross estimated rental value of £42,307. That conglomeration far
exceeded the size of any other enterprise in the county, overshadowing the
Donington Park estates of the Countess of Loudoun (over 10,174 acres), the 9,755
acres plus of the Earl of Howe owned from Atherstone, the 9,012 acres plus of the
Earl of Stamford and Warrington around Groby, and the 8,420 acres plus of Earl
Dysart of Grantham.39 Of the 16 landowners who each controlled more than
4,000 acres, only nine belonged to the peerage, the remainder mainly descendants
of established Leicestershire gentry families such as the DeLisles, Dixies, Herricks
and Pochins.40 Only two landowners possessed between 3,000 and 3,999 acres.

For purposes of a very rough comparison, we have an analysis of the East
Riding of Yorkshire, where 11 landowners each with estates exceeding 10,000
acres accounted for 28 per cent of the land, another 24 each with between 3,000
and 10,000 acres for 18 per cent, and a further 58 each with 1,000 to 3,000 acres
for 13 per cent.41 The 16 largest owners of land in Leicestershire, who thus
comprised 0.4 per cent of the total number of landowners with more than one
acre, accounted for over a quarter of the land contained in more than one acre,
whilst a further 66 (1.3 per cent) with estates between 1,000 and 4,000 acres,
another 20 per cent. Thus almost 50 per cent (48.2) of the parcels of land
exceeding one acre belonged to 82 landowners, who constituted less than 2 per

38 J. Bateman, The Great Landowners of Great Britain and Ireland (4th edn, London, 1883). It is
generally accepted that 1,000 acres is a useful point of definition for the landed gentry: ‘rentier
agrarian landlords in ownership of 1,000 acres or more who did not hold aristocratic titles and who
were resident for at least part of the year on their estates’; M. Rothery, ‘The reproductive behavior
of the English landed gentry in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries’, Journal of British
Studies, 48 (2009), 676 n. 8.

39 D. A. Reeder, Landowners and Landholding in Leicestershire and Rutland 1873–1941 (Leicester,
1994), 1–3, provides an overview of the ownership of land in the county between 1873 and 1911. At
p. 4, he suggested that the four largest landowners in the county owned 11.3 per cent of the land. At
pp. 5–7, he commented on the changes in landownership between 1873 and 1911. This publication
was brought to my attention by Professor Keith Snell after I had performed the GIS and statistical
analysis here. Reeder’s analysis concentrated on the aristocratic and gentry estates.

40 For more on these gentry families, see Reeder, Landowners and Landholding, 4–5.
41 B. English, ‘Patterns of estate management in the East Riding c. 1840–c. 1880’, Agricultural History

Review, 32 (1984), 29.
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cent (1.7) of those owning more than one acre. Until the 1870s, it has been
suggested, larger farms were increasing at the expense of small farms, a trend
which was reversed in the 1880s.42 During the next 50 or so years, considering the
entire country, some of these large estates disintegrated, fragmented or were
dissolved; nonetheless, although the number of such estates declined, the
ownership of land diminished to a lesser extent.43

An unresolved conundrum concerning the larger estates is to what extent there
was, during the nineteenth century, an investment in land by ‘new men of wealth’,
diverting capital from industrial and professional enterprises into the purchase of
land.44

42 D. Grigg, ‘Farm size in England and Wales, from early Victorian times to the present’, Agricultural
History Review, 35 (1987), 179–89.

43 R. Pierce, ‘Survey’, Policy Studies, 25 (2004), 283–94. In contrast, however, Rothery suggests a vast
turnover nationally between 1910 and 1921 such that by 1921 between six and eight million acres
had been alienated by gentry and aristocracy, perhaps a quarter of the land surface of England and
Wales, mainly to their tenant farmers; Rothery, ‘The reproductive behavior of the English landed
genrtry’, 683 and n. 21. In Leicestershire, the dismemberment of estates and their great houses was
less catastrophic, and later epitomised by the demolition of Gopsall and Garendon Halls: J. D.
Bennett, The Vanished Houses of Leicestershire (Leicester, 1971). In the 1873 Return, the Gopsall
estate is subsumed under Atherstone as the place of habitation of Earl Howe. See also Reeder,
Landowners and Landholding, 9ff, for disintegration in the inter-war period.

44 This debate was inaugurated by W. D. Rubinstein, ‘New men of wealth and the purchase of land in
nineteenth-century Britain’, Past and Present, 92 (1981), 125–47, and continued for over 20 years;
recent contributions, which collect together the previous literature, comprise T. Nicholas,
‘Businessmen and land ownership in the late nineteenth century’, Economic History Review, 52
(1999), 27–44; J. A. Smith, ‘Land ownership and social change in late nineteenth-century Britain’;
and Nicholas, ‘Businessmen and land ownership in the late nineteenth century revisited’, Economic
History Review, 53 (2000), 767–82. Reeder, Landowners and Landholding, 7–8, briefly examined
the issue and suggested that industrialist and commercial entrepreneurs preferred suburban
mansions to landed estates, but cites a few examples of investment in landed estates.
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Amount of land No. of owners Percentage of
(% of all) 517,484 acres*

5 acres and under 1,428 (29) 0.1
Over 5 to 10 acres 718 (14.5) 1
Over 10 to 15 acres 443 (9) 1.1
Over 15 to 20 acres 262 (5.3) 0.9
Over 20 to 30 acres 361 (7.3) 1.8
Over 30 to 50 acres 416 (8.4) 3.3
Over 50 to 100 acres 500 (10.2) 7
Over 100 to 200 acres 388 (7.9) 10.7
Over 200 to 500 acres 245 (5) 14.8
Over 500 to 1,000 acres 83 (1.7) 11.1
Over 1,000 to 4,000 acres 66 (1.3) 22.7
Over 4,000 to over 30,000 acres 16 (0.4) 25.5
Totals 4,927 (100) 100

Table 1. Analysis of landownership in 1873
(Ownership of more than one acre).
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The annual rental valuation per acre of the larger estates tended towards
uniformity, since agricultural returns were fairly consistent.45 More diversity
occurred at the opposite end of the spectrum in the case of small holdings of one
to three acres, as indicated in Table 2 below.

Just under 840 landowners held an acre or more but less than three acres.
Approximately half enjoyed a level of annual rental value per acre consistent with
agricultural holdings. A fair proportion, nonetheless, received far higher
valuations. There are several explanations for these higher considerations. Many
parishes had one or two principal buildings which had a higher valuation. Long-
established industrial centres, such as Hinckley and Shepshed, had a number of
higher-value buildings, and high values occurred in Leicester for the same reason
for sites extending over an acre.46 Finally, the valuations in some locations reflect
the development of the building of suburban Leicester, particularly in Belgrave as
well as in some parts of the borough itself. Some landowners in Belgrave were
attributed annual rental values of about £20, £25, £32, £34, £35, £39, £72, £127,
£133 and £180 per acre, at the time of the construction of rows of terraced houses
extending out from the borough. The mean value per acre in Belgrave thus
amounted to £5 5s. More than three-quarters of the plots in this parish contained
fewer than 20 acres. Landowners in Loughborough also benefited from building
activity in that town, with values per acre of about £25, £27, £44, £62, £68 and
£76, and the factory of Thomas Messenger had the valuation of about £180 per
acre. Criticism has been levelled at Bateman’s figures for ‘cottagers’, since he
blindly included institutional organisations, but those institutions have been
excluded from here. The figures here omit gas and light companies, Boards of
Guardians, railway companies, navigation companies, sick clubs and parish
organisations, and are restricted to properties which were in the ownership of
individuals. More importantly, as the valuations above show, Bateman neglected
the impact of suburban development on the value of small holdings.

45 M. E. Turner, J. V. Beckett and A. Bethanie, Agricultural Rent in England, 1690–1914 (Cambridge,
1997).

46 For the origins and development of industrial Shepshed, see D. Levine, Family Formation in an Age
of Nascent Capitalism (New York, 1977).
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Valuation per acre (£s) Percentage of holdings below three acres

3 and below 41
4 to 5 12
6 to 10 17
11 to 15 10
16 to 20 5
21 to 30 6
31 to 40 4
41 to 50 2
51 to 100 2
Over 100 1

Table 2. Valuation per acre of holdings of less than three acres.
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We have thus the paradox that the estimated annual rental valuation of the
larger estates stagnated, whilst the fortunes at the lower end, particularly the
smallest parcels suitable for building development on the periphery of urban
centres, increased astronomically. That pattern was not replicated in all urban
places, for urban and suburban expansion in some locations was controlled by
aristocratic landed estates, such as the Calthorpes in Edgbaston and the Duke of
Norfolk in Sheffield.47 On the northern periphery of the borough of Leicester,
landownership was more diverse and development thus less limited.

WOMEN AS LANDOWNERS

The investigation of 1873 occurred concurrently with the first attempt to reform
the law of property for married women – the Married Women’s Property Act of
1870 – which applied only to personal estate (goods and chattels) acquired by a
wife during marriage.48 By the eponymous Act of 1882, the reforms were extended
to landed (real) estate and property, however accumulated. The Return thus
represents the landowning status of women during this process.

Agitation for the extension of property rights to women had, however, been
demanded for a very long time before they were conceded. Independently-minded
women of the late eighteenth century, such as Mary Wollstonecraft, had
demanded the abolition of coverture whereby a wife’s property was vested in her
husband. In the process, Wollstonecraft argued against the great landownership
which was defended against her by Burke.49 In her A Vindication of the Rights of
Women (1792), she therefore alleged the potential degeneracy of owners through
the inheritance of property and the perspicacity of women to manage property.
The ownership of property by married women in their own right was associated
with full entry to civic life and the franchise for women. When married women’s
property rights were finally acknowledged, however, in the 1870s and 1880s, their
capacity to own property was separated from their ability to engage in public and
civic life, as they were disqualified from voting under the Second Reform Act of
1867.50 Whereas landed property had thus been closely associated with civic

47 D. Cannadine, Lords and Landlords. The Aristocracy and the Towns, 1774–1967 (Leicester, 1980).
Some aristocratic estates had also been engaged in industrial development (coal and iron and steel)
before the middle of the nineteenth century, but the landowners had retreated from direct
involvement because of the emerging politics of industrialisation: G. Mee, Aristocratic Enterprise.
The Fitzwilliam Industrial Undertakings, 1795–1857 (Glasgow, 1975); T. Raybould, The Economic
Emergence of the Black Country. A Study of the Dudley Estate (Newton Abbot, 1973); E. Richards,
The Leviathan of Wealth. The Sutherland Fortune in the Industrial Revolution (London, 1973); J. T.
Ward, ed., Land and Industry. The Landed Estate and the Industrial Revolution (Newton Abbot,
1971).

48 For agitation, particularly by Mill, for the property rights of women, see Spring, Law, Land &
Family, 112–15. For the limitations of the 1882 Act, see R. Megarry and H. Wade, The Law of Real
Property (5th edn, London, 1984), 1023–4.

49 G. Kelly, Revolutionary Feminism. The Mind and Career of Mary Wollstonecraft (Basingstoke,
1992), 93–5. Burke’s defence reiterated Blackstone’s: D. Dickenson, Property, Women and Politics
(Cambridge, 1997), 83.

50 S. Kingsley Kent, Gender and Power in Britain, 1640–1990 (London, 1999), 194.
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responsibility and the franchise, that relationship was fractured in the case of
women’s property rights, even after those rights were ‘conceded’.

Women’s ability to manage land featured in Victorian literature, with different
interpretations. In her novel Shirley (1849), Charlotte Brontë narrated the
fortunes of two women; one of whom, the eponymous Shirley (Keeldar), inherited
a landed estate and thus secured a life free from the dictates of convention.51 A
generation later, Hardy’s Far from the Madding Crowd depicted the young
Bathsheba Everdene as hopelessly immature and incapable of managing the estate
she inherited without the support of men; her folly was not solely attributed to her
age, but also to her gender. Just preceding the 1882 Act which allowed married
women their own real property, the implication of Hardy’s narrative could be read
as the benefit of coverture. At the same time, spinsters who never married were
categorised as the ‘old maid’, a syndrome which took on a new dimension.52

Women owners of more than an acre of land were described in the Return, but
there is a slight complication. Many were described by their title: Mrs or Miss; a
larger number were, however, accorded no title, but simply registered by their
forename and surname. We cannot be entirely certain of the status of the last,
although it would seem reasonable to conclude that they were spinsters. For the
sake of integrity, the three categories (Mrs, Miss, uncertain) have been segregated
in Tables 3–5 below.53

The total 685 women owners of land in the county were accredited a total of
44,267 acres of land with an annual rental valuation of £92,224 thus a mean
ownership of 65 acres and a mean annual rental valuation of £135. They
comprised 13.9 per cent of all the owners of land over one acre, but their
proportion of that acreage amounted to only 8.6 per cent and their annual rental
valuation also 8.6 per cent of the total valuation of all holdings over one acre.

51 Shirley, edited with notes by Jessica Cox and an introduction by Lucasta Miller (London, 2006); see
especially p. 600, where Shirley relinquished control to her lover, Louis Moore, in a manipulative
fashion, but with some relief.

52 S. Lanser, ‘Singular politics: the rise of the British nation and the production of the old maid’, in J.
Bennett and A. Froide, eds, Singlewomen in the European Past 1250–1800 (Philadelphia, 1999),
297–323.

53 Reeder, Landowners and Landholding, 8–9, has cursory comments on women’s ownership.
54 Here and elsewhere, the Spearman’s rank correlation relates the acreages held by individuals to the

annual rental value of lands owned by individuals; it acts as a surrogate measure of efficiency. A
high correlation indicates uniformity of agrarian values, whilst no correlation reflects a diversity of
values according to how the land was used as agricultural or industry/housing.
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Land (acres) Annual rental value (£s)

[Number 77 77]
Total 5,086 11,434
Mean 66 147
[Standard deviation 180.04 417.59]
Maximum >1,190 >2,903
Spearman’s rank correlation54 0.89 0.89
Mean annual value per acre 2.5

Table 3. Landownership by spinsters.
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Before the effect of the 1882 Act, therefore, women’s landownership was
severely circumscribed, both in the overall numbers and in the amount of land.
The amount of land held by spinsters or widows tended to the smaller end of the
scale, since more than 60 per cent possessed land below 20 acres. On the other
hand, the expected income from their lands approximated to the general valuation
of rural land; in the case of women £2 2s. per acre, compared with a general level
of £2 1s. As another indicator, the mean valuation of lands owned by the clergy
did not exceed £2 per acre (below).
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Land (acres) Annual rental value (£s)

[Number 235 235]
Total 9,748 22,690
Mean 42 96
[Standard deviation 79.95 152.75]
Maximum >589 >1,035
Spearman’s rank correlation 0.79 0.79
Mean annual value per acre 2.3

Table 4. Landownership by married women/widows.

Land (acres) Annual rental value (£s)

[Number 373 373]
Total 29,433 58,100
Mean 79 156
[Standard deviation 561.54 967.99]
Maximum >10,174 >17,722
Spearman’s rank correlation 0.81 0.81
Mean annual value per acre 1.97

[Mean annual rental value per acre for all women = £2.08]

Table 5. Landownership by women of uncertain status.

Category Percentage of all Percentage of all Percentage of all
landowners land (acres) value (£s)

Spinsters 1.56 0.98 1.06
Married/widows 4.77 1.88 2.1
Uncertain status 7.57 5.69 5.38
All women 13.9 8.55 8.54

Table 6. Women landowners as a proportion of all landowners.

Spinsters Married/Widows Uncertain

<20 acres 44 (57%) 141 (60%) 249 (67%)
21–40 acres 12 (16%) 32 (14%) 49 (13%)
<£20 value 25 (32%) 73 (31%) 129 (35%)
£21–40 value 12 (15%) 43 (18%) 76 (20%)
£41–60 value 10 (13%) 25 (11%) 44 (12%)

Table 7. Lower levels of landowning by women.
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The clergy as landowners

Throughout the nineteenth century the clergy continued to exert an influence over
rural society, particularly through their continued presence on the bench.55 Their
position was consolidated, however, by their status as landowners. In the county
over 320 clergy had acquired estates extending to over 45,000 acres, with a mean
clerical estate of 141 acres. The total annual rental value of their estates amounted
to over £90,000, with a mean of £282. Only a fifth of their estates comprised less
than 20 acres, another tenth between 21 and 40 acres, so that the size of their
holdings tended to be in the middle levels. In terms of their annual rental
valuation, only 13 per cent were estimated to be worth less than £20 and another
8 per cent between £21 and £40. Whilst most of them (73 per cent) inhabited
places within the county, a significant number (87 or 27 per cent) lived outside
Leicestershire. The majority lived in rural parishes (80 per cent), although a tenth
dwelled in market towns. Only a small proportion were located in big cities,
London, or spa and resort towns. Most, because of the size of their landed status
and their inhabiting rural parishes inside the county, thus retained a position of
influence in local society through means other than their clerical collar.56

EXTERNAL LANDOWNERS
(RESIDENT OUTSIDE THE COUNTY)

In 1873 almost 160,000 acres of the land in parcels of more than one acre in the
county belonged to owners resident outside the county; that is, just under one-
third (30.9 per cent). These external proprietors amounted to just under 1,000
owners of land over one acre, just less than a fifth of the owners of one acre or
more (18.6 per cent). In terms of the annual rental value of lands more than one
acre in extent, these owners controlled again just under a third of the value (31 per
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Landownership (acres) Annual rental valuation (£s)

[Number of clergy 323 323]
Total 45,539 90,940
Mean 141 282
[Standard deviation 1,801.6 347.64]
Maximum Over 1,289 Over 2,438
Spearman’s rank 0.95 0.95

Table 8. Clergy as landowners.

55 C. H. E. Zangerl, ‘The social composition of the county magistracy in England and Wales,
1831–87’, Journal of British Studies, 11 (1971), 113–25; R. Lee, Rural Society and the Anglican
Clergy, 1815–1914: Encountering and Managing the Poor (Woodbridge, 2006).

56 The statistics exclude the large estate of the Ecclesiastical Commissioners in Leicester, concentrated
in Highfields, for which see G. Potts, ‘The creation of Highfields, Leicester’, unpublished paper in
the Record Office for Leicester, Leicestershire and Rutland Pamphlet Box 19b; and Janette Martin,
‘South Highfields, Leicester: the evolution of a suburb, 1891–1991’ (unpublished M.A. dissertation,
Centre for English Local History, University of Leicester, 1994). Potts reflects on the earlier
development and Martin on the later aspects. In 1873 the estate was reckoned to be 1319a. 3r. 10p.,
with an annual rental value of £2,802 7s. The statistics also exclude Mount St Bernard’s Abbey.
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cent). The mean acreage held by these proprietors amounted to 175 acres, with a
mean annual rental value of £365.

The residences of ‘external’ owners of land were dispersed in over 320 places
in England, as illustrated in Fig. 1. Two concentrations are evident, however.
Locations on the periphery of the county would be expected. The dominance of
owners of land inhabiting London is, perhaps, also predictable, with 113 owners
domiciled there, but the wider implication of metropolitan owners of land is the
extraction and diversion of capital and finance (in rents and profits) from the
provinces to the capital. Rural landownership thus continued to support London
as a centre of consumption. As mentioned above, the Return enumerated a total of
4,927 owners of more than an acre in the county, amounting to a total of 517,484
acres, with a combined annual valuation of just more than £1 million. Owners
resident in London comprised merely 2.2 per cent of this total of all landowners
with more than one acre (excluded here are the four railway companies), thus
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Fig. 1. Residence of external landowners (more than one acre).
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possessing more than 6 per cent of the holdings of more than one acre. Their
estates were estimated to be worth more than 5 per cent of the total valuation of
land held as more than one acre, collectively more than £55,000. Additionally, of
course, many of the aristocratic and gentry landowners resident in the county
consumed some of their estate income in the capital.

The distribution around the periphery has, indeed, some interesting features,
one of which is the concentration in urban places, both market towns and
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Location Number Total acreage Mean Standard Maxi-
acreage deviation mum

Villages/parishes 352 (38.4%) 62,089 (38.9%) 176 587.3 5,175
Market towns+ 167 (18.2%) 19,833 (12.4%) 118.8 679.67 8,421
Atherstone 64 (7%) 15,576 (9.8%) 243 1,218.66 9,755
County boroughs 111 (12.1%) 12,708 (8%) 115 255.78 1,677
Big cities¶ 37 (4.1%) 4,019 (2.4%) 109 195.85 857
London (all) 113 (12.4%) 32,680 (20.4%) 289 635.23 4,568
[London (net)*] [109] [31,402] [288] [643.56] [4,568]
Resorts/spas 57 (6.2%) 10,645 (6.7%) 187 395.63 1,877
Abroad 15 (1.6%) 2,247 (1.4%) 150 249.36 720
Totals 916 (100%) 159,797 (100%) 175 n/a n/a

+ Excluding Atherstone
¶ Excluding London
* Without the four railway companies

Table 9. External owners of land (acreages).

Location Number Total annual rental Mean Standard Maximum Spearman’s
value (£s) annual deviation annual rank

rental rental correlation
value (£s) value (£s) ¤

Villages/parishes 352 113,508 (33.9%) 323 1,056.64 9,663 0.93
Market towns+ 167 32,229 (9.6%) 193 952.3 11,631 0.88
Atherstone 64 30,917 (9%) 483 2,254.73 18,024 0.92
County boroughs 111 21,978 (6.8%) 198 408.39 2,954 0.9
Big cities¶ 37 9,027 (2.7%) 244 428.65 1,765 0.92
London (all) 113 103,329 (30.9%) 914 4,244.97 44,109 0.94
London (net)* 109 55,333 508 1,104.99 7,838 0.95
Resorts/spas 57 18,270 (5.5%) 321 589.92 2,911 0.93
Abroad 15 5,148 (1.6%) 343 527.13 1,757 0.94
Totals 916 334,406 (100%) 365 n/a n/a n/a

+ Excluding Atherstone
¶ Excluding London
* Without the four railway companies
¤ Correlating acreages of individual holdings with annual rental values for individual
holdings

Table 10. External owners of land (annual rental valuations).
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county towns. Taking the county towns first, Nottingham contained 36 owners
and Derby 20. If we include Coventry as equivalent to a county town for eastern
Warwickshire, then a further dozen owners are added. Perhaps more surprising
is the role of market towns just across the county boundary. Strikingly, over
60 owners had Atherstone as their address. Another 20 inhabited Nuneaton, near
to Atherstone, nine Rugby, south of Nuneaton, and 11 Burton on Trent, again
west of the county but further north. These market towns on the western edge
of the county thus accounted for almost 120 of the external owners. On the
eastern extremity, the two market towns of Grantham and Uppingham were
each inhabited by 18 owners, a total of 36. Two rural parishes furnished
significant numbers of owners: Shardlow (Derbyshire) 15 and Rockingham
(Northamptonshire) 13.

If we consider Atherstone, the more than 60 landowners with addresses there
occupied almost 16,000 acres of land in Leicestershire, with an annual rental
valuation of almost £31,000. In fact, however, more than half of the total acreage
belonged to the Earl of Howe, whose address was specified as Atherstone, but
whose estate was partly based on Gopsall inside Leicestershire. If we deduct his
estate, then the remaining 63 landowners of Atherstone held 5,820 acres, at a
mean of 92 acres (standard deviation 162.69), with the maximum holding
extending to just over £809. The total annual rental value of these 63 holdings
amounted to £12,892, a mean of £205 (standard deviation 352.04), and a
maximum of £1,784. Excluding the allocation of the Earl, therefore, inhabitants
of Atherstone still exercised some influence over landowning in south-west
Leicestershire, although on a more modest individual basis.57

Combining the Atherstone-based proprietors with the landowners based in
Nuneaton, Rugby and Coventry, there was a considerable extension of
landowning across the county boundary from Warwickshire into Leicestershire.
The same situation was obtained in the south-east of the county, where
landowners from north Northamptonshire expanded into the county, particularly

57 The Spearman rank correlation coefficient for acreage against valuation is 0.917 with the Howe
estate, and 0.913 excluding it.
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Location <20 acres 21–40 acres <£20 £21–40

Villages/parishes 174 (49%) 38 (11%)
Market towns+ 90 (54%) 18 (11%) 115 (33%) 48 (14%)
County boroughs 51 (46%) 14 (13%) 34 (31%) 14 (13%)
Big cities¶ 16 (43%) 4 (11%) 10 (27%) 5 (13%)
Resorts/spas 16 (28%) 13 (23%) 59 (35%) 25 (15%)
Abroad 8 (53%) 1 (7%) 5 (33%) 2 (13%)

+ Excluding Atherstone
¶ Excluding London

Table 11. External owners of land (lower strata).
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from Rockingham. Again, there was a particularly large element of a single estate,
that of George Watson, extending to more than 2,229 acres, with an annual rental
valuation of over £4,090. A dozen other landowners, nonetheless, occupied more
modest estates across the Welland Valley in Leicestershire, extending upwards
from just over 1.5 acres to more than 240 acres, although mostly below 100 acres,
and half below 50 acres.

MARKET-TOWN LANDOWNERSHIP

The fortunes of market towns in the late nineteenth century remain something of a
conundrum in comparison to the advanced research which has been devoted to
larger urban places. The Return of 1873 allows a comparison of market towns. In
the statistics below, institutional facilities have been excluded: Boards of
Guardians, Gas Companies and utilities.

There persists perhaps a tendency to regard market towns as in decline in the
nineteenth century, overshadowed by the enormous expansion of larger urban

240 DAVE POSTLES

Category Landownership (acres) Annual rental value (£s)

[Number 128 128]
Total 12,832 23,380
Mean 100 182
[Standard deviation 251.46 406.74]
Maximum 2,150 3,192
Spearman’s rank C = 0.932

Table 12. External women owners of land
(acreages and annual rental valuation).

Category Landownership (acres) Annual rental value (£s)

<20 57 (45%) 30 (23%)
21–40 25 (20%) 18 (14%)

Table 13. External women owners of land (women: lower strata).

Category of location Number Percentage

Parish 44 34
Market town 32 25
County borough 16 13
Large city 5 4
London 16 13
Abroad 3 2
Totals 128 100

Table 14. External women owners of land (locations of address).
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centres and the change in the nature of the urban hierarchy.58 Market towns were
apparently eclipsed by the demographic explosion in larger urban places, and by a
transformation in commercial and retail structures. We know, however, that the
larger market towns persisted as important local centres, not least from the

58 E. A. Wrigley, ‘City and country in the past: a sharp divide or a continuum’, Historical Research, 64
(1991), 107–20. Wrigley uses rank-size distribution of population in the urban hierarchy to
determine the relationship between urban places. For the rank-size rule (logarithm), see M. Fujita,
P. Krugman and A. Venables, The Spatial Economy. Cities, Regions, and International Trade
(Cambridge, MA, 1999), 217–22.
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Place Total land Total annual Mean value
acreage listed rental value (£s) per acre

Loughborough 2,648 14,874 £5 12s.
Melton Mowbray 2,572 6,335 £2 10s.
Market Harborough 1,751 5,976 £3 8s.
Ashby de la Zouch 2,310 4,586 £2 0s.
Hinckley 2,776 9,199 £3 6s.
Lutterworth 3,913 10,112 £2 12s.

Table 15. Summary statistics of landownership in market towns.

Place Number Mean acreage Standard Maximum
of owners per owner deviation [nearest acre]

Loughborough 92 28.8 55.81 347
Melton Mowbray 93 28 52.59 332
Market Harborough 43 41 93.88 565
Ashby de la Zouch 58 39.8 63.12 315
Hinckley 71 39 61.61 312
Lutterworth 48 82 223.67 1,496

Table 16. Descriptive statistics of land ownership in market towns.

Place Number Mean Standard Maximum Spearman
of owners annual deviation (nearest £) rank C

rental value
per owner
(£s)

Loughborough 92 162 233.92 1,405
Melton Mowbray 93 68 99.3 547 0.8
Market Harborough 43 139 224.38 1,117 0.86
Ashby de la Zouch 58 79 137.46 856 0.94
Hinckley 71 130 135.83 723 0.81
Lutterworth 48 211 487.32 3,302 0.81

Table 17. Descriptive statistics of annual rental values in market towns.
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organisation of country carriers.59 If we consider the mean annual rental
valuations of property in Leicestershire’s market towns, however, a diversity of
fortunes is revealed. Although Ashby was inhabited by 58 resident owners of
property, the mean value per acre was only comparable with agricultural land, at
precisely £2. Despite containing the largest number of resident landowners,
Melton Mowbray fared only slightly better at £2 10s. Lutterworth was dominated
by the consolidated estate of the Goodacres, although it was inhabited by more
than 40 other owners of land there, but its mean value approximated to that in
Melton, at £2 12s. Higher values were achieved in Hinckley and Market
Harborough, at respectively £3 6s. and £3 8s. Considerably higher values were
obtained, however, in Loughborough, where its 92 resident landowners enjoyed a
mean valuation of £5 12s.

In almost all these market towns, the distribution of ownership was fairly
widely spread, from Market Harborough with 43 resident owners to Melton with
93. The total acreage possessed by local landowners was by far the highest in
Lutterworth, but augmented there by the large estate of the Goodacres. One
influence on the mean annual rental valuation was the number of owners of
smaller amounts of land which facilitated urban development, the construction of
factories and houses through the availability of smaller plots of land. That pattern
is most clearly revealed in Loughborough by comparison with Lutterworth. That
variable, however, would have been immaterial without the exertion of other
forces on the urban and industrial development of Loughborough. The
fragmentation of land ownership, nonetheless, was important in facilitating those
changes. The high percentage of resident owners of small amounts of land in
Melton had little appreciable impact there.

Returning to the mean value per acre, a difference remains between those
market towns which experienced some industrialisation, such as Loughborough
and Hinckley, and those that continued to be embedded in their traditional
agrarian context, Melton and Ashby, with Market Harborough maintaining a
position in the middle. The rental income from capital in Loughborough which
accrued to resident landowners (almost £15,000 per annum) stimulated that
economy further, as did the more than £9,000 in Hinckley. Such capital
accumulation which remained in the local economy sustained further endogenous
growth.60 Fixed capital formation furnished liquid revenue for small owners of
land and seeped directly into the local urban economy.61 The diversion of the
proceeds of capital formation into rural hands benefited the market town
economy less.

59 A. Everitt, ‘Country carriers in the nineteenth century’, Journal of Transport History, n.s. 3 (1976),
179–202.

60 For the more productive use of income from capital in urban places, Rémy Prud’homme, ‘New
trends in the cities of the world’, in R. Knight and G. Cappert, eds, Cities in a Global Society
(London, 1989), 47 (‘external economies of agglomeration’).

61 B. L. Anderson, ed., Capital Accumulation in the Industrial Revolution (London, 1974); A.
Kenwood, ‘Fixed capital formation on Merseyside, 1800–1913’, Economic History Review, 31
(1978), 214–37.
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URBAN LANDOWNERSHIP

As might be expected, the number of landowners in the borough of Leicester far
exceeded those in any other place in the county. Excluding the Corporation and
the Freemen, both substantial institutional landowners, and also omitting New
Parks, the Return enumerated just more than 300 landowners in the borough,
collectively possessing 15,393 acres with an annual rental valuation of £42,935.
The mean size of holding extended to 51 acres (standard deviation 138.81), but
the median only 11.5 acres (and an even lower mode at 1.25 acres). The mean
valuation for each owner amounted to £142 (standard deviation 403.05), with
median values at £42 (again, a much lower mode at £10).

The mean value per acre, however, was surprisingly low, at £2 16s., when
compared with the general mean value of £2 2s., and even more so in comparison
with the £5 5s. in Belgrave. The explanation resides in the extent of agricultural
land, which had not yet become available for development. Extensive
commonfields pertained to the borough, which, although enclosed in the early
nineteenth century, had not yet been encroached upon for building development.
The expansion into the South Field had been temporarily suspended by the
inconvenient siting of the railway, the prison and the infirmary, which truncated
expansion. The expansion of the borough was thus conspicuously re-directed to
northern and western developments, so that in the 1873 Returns, small high-value
plots existed along Abbeygate, Fosse Road, Hinckley Road and Narborough
Road, as well as in Belgrave. These areas constituted the locations of factory-
based industrial enterprise with workers’ housing.62

Over a third of the enumerated landowners possessed below five acres of land.
This size of parcel was attractive for building development since much urban
housing was constructed by jobbing builders on small plots.63 Altogether, just over

62 R. Dennis, English Industrial Cities of the Nineteenth Century. A Social Geography (Cambridge,
1984), for this new form of urban development of factories with immediately adjacent workers’
housing.

63 In general now, William Baer, ‘Is speculative building underappreciated in urban history?’, Urban
History, 34 (2007), 296–316, developing the earlier research in a British context by Peter Aspinall;
see also Aspinall, The Evolution of Urban Tenures in Nineteenth Century Cities (Birmingham,
1978), which, in fact, includes those urban places which had not yet been designated a city, such as
Leicester. Aspinall also conducted research into the byelaw building registers of Sheffield and other
locations, to demonstrate the extent of speculative building by small jobbing builders.
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Place <20 acres 21–40 acres Annual rental Annual rental
owned owned valuation <£20 valuation £21–40

Loughborough 71% 10%
Melton Mowbray 70% 15% 44% 16%
Market Harborough 63% 14% 35% 14%
Ashby de la Zouch 55% 21% 43% 14%
Hinckley 58% 17% 20% 8%
Lutterworth 54% 13% 15% 17%

Table 18. Size distribution of landownership in market towns.

Cre
at
ed

 in
 M

as
te
r P

DF 
Ed

ito
r

139



100 landowners had acquired fewer than five acres; 18 had annual rental
valuations of between £5 and £10; 11 over £10 and less than 20; and 15 more
than £20, some substantially more. As has been demonstrated, the availability of
such small plots held in freehold facilitated building development for housing the
burgeoning lower-middle-class and working-class population.64

LANDOWNING AND LOCAL DEVELOPMENT

In the first half of the nineteenth century, although employment in agriculture
declined, rural population was sustained by other male occupations. In the late
nineteenth century, however, it has been suggested, overall rural depopulation
ensued.65 Whilst that pattern undoubtedly obtained in general, some counter-
vailing pockets existed: rural places where population expanded and was
maintained or even increased. Many variables influenced this trend in those
selective places, including new methods of transport, but the population of
resident (small) landowners was undoubtedly a stimulus. Given the location of
these places and the arrangements for transport, we might consider these places as
early counter-urbanisation or ‘sub’-urbanisation of a particular type.66 Another
influence, associated with the numbers of small landowners, was the distribution
of some expanding industry, such as boot and shoe, in small workshops in a
continued putting-out system.

On average, the number of resident landowners (with more than one acre) in
each location was particularly low, fewer than 10, with a median at an even
smaller number of six. A number of places, however, contained much larger
numbers of resident landowners. One way of identifying these places is to
differentiate those with landowning populations well above the third quartiles of
13 and 12, beginning at the level of 20, as in the distribution maps presented
below (Figures 2–5).

64 Aspinall, Evolution of Urban Tenures.
65 E. A. Wrigley, ‘Men on the land and men in the countryside: employment in agriculture in early-

nineteenth-century England’, in L. Bonfield, R. Smith and K. Wrightson, eds, The World We Have
Gained: Histories of Population and Social Structure (Oxford, 1986), 295–336. For the relative
emptying of predominantly agricultural counties, see D. Baines, Migration in a Mature Economy.
Emigration and Internal Migration in England and Wales 1861–1900 (Cambridge, 1985), which
employs aggregative demographic analysis of census data.

66 Counter-urbanisation is not a very apt description since it is a late twentieth-century phenomenon
associated with the flight from cities to rural habitation: H. Jones, Population Geography (London,
1990), 216–17; the process in these villages and parishes in the late nineteenth century was more a
countervailing tendency to the general trend of urbanisation.
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Category Mean Standard Median First Third
deviation quartile quartile

All places except Leicester 10 13.22 6 2 13
Excluding market towns 9.2 10.3 6 2 12

Table 19. Resident landowners per place.
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The fragmentation of landholding in these places enabled their development in
the late nineteenth century, in some cases perpetuating earlier proto-
industrialisation, as at Shepshed, where land in 1873 was divided amongst 61
resident landowners.67 Continued expansion was experienced in other locations of
divided landownership, such as Syston, Enderby and Thurmaston. To some
degree, this fragmentation of landholding was a characteristic of ‘open’ parishes,
since no overall control could be exerted over the development of land.68 At
Syston, landownership was distributed amongst 44 owners with a mean valuation
per acre of £3 14s. At Barrow on Soar, the value per acre of the land of the 38
owners amounted to £3 8s. Other favourable influences were necessary, however,
such as an improvement in transport and proximity to urban places. The
expansion of these locations in the late nineteenth century was thus propitiated by
the historical pattern of landownership, as represented in the 1873 Return, and
more recent transformations in industrialisation and communications.

67 Levine, Family Formation.
68 Consider, however, S. Banks, ‘Nineteenth-century scandal or twentieth-century model? A new look

at “open” and “close” parishes’, Economic History Review, 2nd ser., 41 (1988), 51–73.
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Fig. 2. More than 20 resident landowners (more than one acre).
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The historical pattern of landownership also informed inhabitant’s experience
of place, the phenomenology of being in a small, local world. Many other aspects
contributed to this feeling of being emplaced or displaced, rooted or transient, but
knowledge of the ownership and occupation of land was pertinent. Ownership of
rural land was a point of reference in the life experience of the village and parish.
In those places where the land was monopolised or consolidated historically in few
hands, non-owners might feel unsettled, uninvolved, not being-in, inhibited.69 The
concentration of landowning induces a sense of inhibition, of the inaccessible and
unavailable.70 To return to a previous point, the landed aristocracy and gentry
supposed one of their contributions to be custodians of the traditions, and by
extension landscape, of the country, but by the same token that tradition and
landscape were not ‘ours’, in the sense that our action with it was circumscribed

69 H. L. Dreyfus, Being-in-the-World. A Commentary on Heidegger’s Being and Time, Division I
(Cambridge, MA, 1991), 3, 7, 19, 22, 23, 34–5 (‘everyday practices’), 37 (unsettled: unheimlich),
43, 129 (‘being-in’, involvement, in an existential sense). See also T. Cresswell, Place. A Short
Introduction (Oxford, 2004), 21–4.

70 Dreyfus, Being-in-the-World, 138–40.
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Fig. 3. More than 30 resident landowners (more than one acre).
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and inhibited, so ‘our’ sense of that small world was traduced.71 In this scenario,
then, we know the small world by the monopoly of the land and the exclusionary
sense that induces.

Where landowning was fragmented and the ownership divided, the experience
had more of a sense of being-with, not merely owning land with the sentiment of
possession. Whilst the ability to do what one wished with an individual’s land was
paramount, the sense exists also of a ‘shared practical activity’.72 The small
landowners experience and act on the world in a shared way. That does not mean,
of course, that everyone, especially the non-landed, had the same sense of
inclusion.

71 In phenomenological terms, we are not allowed that ‘intentionality’ which is necessary for proper
experience of being-in-the-world, rather than just being in the world; that is, our acting on and
towards the world. An alternative explanation would consider actual exclusion and a recondite
feeling of guilt and transgression, of being ‘out of place’: Cresswell, Place, 279.

72 Dreyfus, Being-in-the-World, 101, 141–50.
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Fig. 4. More than 40 resident landowners (more than one acre).
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SOME CONCLUSIONS

Although it was ostensibly initiated because of concerns about the distribution of
landholding, the Return illuminates a number of processes which were in progress
in the late nineteenth century. The rise of suburbs, those for industrial working
people in terraces and to a lesser extent the lower clerical cadres, transformed land
values, particularly for small parcels of land which could be developed piecemeal
by jobbing builders. Boundary extensions for boroughs within the next decade
consolidated this appreciation of values. The process is already visible in the
survey of 1873. Women’s separate property rights were established shortly after
the conduct of the survey, which reveals the extent and character of
landownership of women. At the end of the period of ‘high farming’ and just in
advance of the Great Depression, the Return captures in a snapshot a number of
transformational processes.

The pattern of landownership revealed in 1873 in Leicestershire was being
transformed. The relationship between urban and rural was being re-calibrated.73

73 R. Williams, The Country and the City (London, 1973). For a recent commentary, see G. Maclean,
D. Landry and J. Ward, eds, The Country and the City Revisited. England and the Politics of
Culture, 1550–1850 (Cambridge, 1999).
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Fig. 5. More than 50 resident landowners (more than one acre).
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In the next generation, as civic culture advanced to replace the denigration of
urban existence in the early nineteenth century, the divide between urban and
rural was re-balanced.74 Although urban places remained small in spatial size and
thus not distant from the countryside, the urban was re-valued. On the other
hand, despite the general eclipse of the rural in demographic terms, some villages
which had a more demotic pattern of landownership experienced growth in the
late nineteenth century, a countervailing trend to the wider movement of
population to larger urban places.

The pattern revealed also, perhaps predictably, illustrates the artificiality of
explanatory models of spatial economies of urban and rural hinterlands. The
distribution of rent and land values does not conform to Von Thünen’s notions of
concentric circles, Christaller and Lösch’s prediction of central place, or core-
periphery concepts: ‘The dividing line between regional and urban economies is
fuzzy at best.’75 So complexity was more apparent than conformity to any abstract
model. On the other hand, trite as it may seem, there is much value in the idea of
agglomeration economics: ‘the result not of inherent differences among locations
but of some set of cumulative processes, necessarily involving some form of
increasing returns, whereby geographic concentration can be self-reinforcing.’76

The questions demanded then are: which conditions are conducive to such
concentrations; and what small differences in these conditions develop into larger
differences to enable his self-reinforcing growth?77 One of those conditions might
have been the distribution of landownership and in particular the numbers of
small plots of land available for development, which allowed fixed capital
formation, and in turn produced surplus income for reinvestment or consumption.
That factor was only important where there were other favourable influences.

Those transitions of the 1870s and the subsequent generation did not, of
course, completely curtail the influence of the great landed estates. Their
continuity through the twentieth century, despite troubled waters after the First
World War, remains one of the phenomena of English social complexity. In the
middle of the twentieth century, the pattern of large landownership was only
slightly different from that in 1873. It is not appropriate here, however, to address
the larger cultural issues of that persistence.78

74 For notions of urban miscegenation in the early nineteenth century, see M. Poovey, Making a Social
Body. British Cultural Formation, 1830–1864 (Chicago, 1995). The literature on the civic culture of
the late nineteenth century is vast. D. Cannadine, Lords and Landlords. The Aristocracy and the
Towns, 1774–1967 (Leicester, 1980), illustrates how that civic culture might appeal to landed
aristocrats as titular heads of civic society.

75 Fujita, Krugman and Venables, Spatial Economy, 119; there too for discussions of these analytical
concepts mentioned in the previous sentence.

76 Fujita, Krugman and Venables, Spatial Economy, 2, 4, 7 (‘circular causation’).
77 Fujita, Krugman and Venables, Spatial Economy, 9.
78 M. Wiener, English Culture and the Decline of the Industrial Spirit, 1850–1980 (Cambridge, 1981).
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METHODOLOGICAL NOTE

In the nature of a return from the localities and its redaction by a central office,
the Return contains a number of problems, although none insurmountable for a
general analysis. The principal commission of errors concerns place names. For
example, there are nine instances each of simply ‘Claybrooke’ and ‘Appleby’.
Problems like this are compounded by occasional references to ‘Stanton’ (assumed
here to be Stanton under Bardon), ‘Ratcliffe’ (on the Wreake or Culey?),
‘Broughton’, ‘Sutton’, ‘Frisby’, ‘Normanton’, ‘Walton’, ‘Seals’, ‘Kilworth’,
‘Ashby’ (mercifully only half a dozen), Bosworth and ‘Glen’. The numbers are
sufficiently small that there is some confidence that the overall analysis is not
abnormally affected.

250 DAVE POSTLES
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Building for a borough: housing

and the building proess in

Loughborough, 1883-1890

Marh 3, 2018

By 1851, the aggregate demographi balane between

rural and urban dwelling in England was reversed, with

more people inhabiting urban plaes than rural.

1

This pro-

ess of urbanization of the population aelerated during

the late nineteenth entury, with onsiderable onsequenes

1

E. A. Wrigley, `Men on the land and men in the ountryside:

employment in agriulture in early-nineteenth-entury England' in

L. Bon�eld, R. Smith and K. Wrightson, eds, The World We Have

Gained: Histories of Population and Soial Struture (Oxford, 1986),

pp. 295-336, esp. 295-6; A. Hinde, England's Population: A History

Sine the Domesday Survey (London, 2003), pp. 249-50; R. I. Woods,

`The population of Britain in the nineteenth entury' in M. Anderson,

ed., British Population History: From the Blak Death to the Present

Day (Cambridge, 1996), pp. 281-342, at pp. 303-4. The text below

attempts to ommuniate to two audienes: aademi and loal; so

muh loal olour is involved, the detail of whih may be unneessary

for the former. My debt to all the people who ampaigned for the

establishment of the onservation areas will be obvious.

1
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for urban experiene.

2

Muh of the previous investigation

into urban soial onditions in the nineteenth entury has

onentrated on those plaes whih beame the great ities.

The building proess for that development has mainly been

disussed for the great ommerial and industrial urban

plaes and ities.

3

The urbanization of the population also

involved smaller urban plaes, whih were also industrial-

izing, an example of whih is Loughborough, whih was

not inorporated as a borough until 1888.

4

These new bor-

oughs aounted for a signi�ant proportion of the urban

population. Between 1851 and 1882, well over 30 new bor-

oughs were reated in England. From then until the end

of the entury, another 25 plaes reeived a grant of in-

orporation. The majority of these plaes were loated in

the north of England, although there was also a fair rep-

resentation of seaside and oastal towns. The ohort of

newly-reated boroughs between 1883 and 1890 amounted

to 14, one of whih was Loughborough. Loughborough on-

stituted one of the few new boroughs in the Midlands in

this era. The demand for new housing was as palpable

2

S. Szreter, Fertility, Class and Gender in Britain, 1860-1940

(Cambridge, 2010).

3

The literature is very large, but inludes M. J. Daunton, House

and Home in the Vitorian City: Working Class Housing 1850-1914

(London, 1983); R. Rodger, `Briks, bye-laws and bak-to-baks:

housing history and Vitorian apitalism', Journal of Historial Ge-

ography 10 (1984), pp. 291-8; R. Dennis, English Industrial Cities

of the Nineteenth Century: A Soial Geography (Cambridge, 1984),

pp. 161-4; S. D. Chapman, ed., A History of Working-lass Hous-

ing (Newton Abbot, 1971); J. Burnett, A Soial History of Housing

1815-1970 (Newton Abbot, 1978).

4

London Gazette (LG), Issue 25930, pp. 2440-2, reites the pro-

visions.

2
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in these new boroughs as in the future great ities.

5

The

following analysis examines this building proess in Lough-

borough just before and immediately after its inorporation

to establish how an uninorporated industrial town man-

aged its internal expansion and demands and whether the

building proess onformed with or di�ered from the pat-

tern in the larger urban entities previously explored. Some

ountervailing tendenies are enountered.

The proposition is interesting beause Leiestershire de-

viated from the aggregate pattern for England. That aggre-

gate demographi struture was determined by the urban-

ization of the industrial north. Counties suh as Leiester-

shire remained preponderantly haraterized by a ontinu-

ing higher rural population. The ensus abstrats for 1851

reord the ounty's population as 234,958 and the num-

ber of inhabited houses as 49,968.

6

These �gures, however,

pertain to the registration ounty, so referene to ontem-

porary loal diretories might establish a more aurate

appraisal. The Post O�e diretory suggested that the

population of the administrative ounty in 1851 amounted

to 230,318 denizens. Extrating the details for Leiester

and the six small towns (Ashby, Hinkley, Loughborough,

Lutterworth, Market Harborough, and Melton Mowbray)

provides an estimate of just over 39 perent of the ounty's

population ontained within urban plaes.

7

The numbers

5

S. Royle, `The development of small towns in Britain' in M.

Daunton, ed., The Cambridge Urban History of Britain 3 1840-1950

(Cambridge, 2000), h. 5.

6

Census Preliminary Tables 1851 (HMSO, Cd 1339, 1851), p. 3.

7

For two of these small towns, S. A. Royle, `Aspets of nineteenth-

entury small town soiety: a omparative study from Leiestershire',

Midland History 5 (1979), pp. 50-62.

3
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for the small towns omprise only that population spei-

�ed as `in the town', not the whole parish.

8

By 1881, the

ounty population had expanded to 321,018, fundamen-

tally as a onsequene of the demographi inrease in the

ounty town. The proportion of urbanized people had now

probably attained 50 perent; the di�ulty is that Kelly's

Diretory does not di�erentiate urban and rural dwellers

in the small towns and their parishes and Coalville's pop-

ulation is exluded.

9

The urbanization of the population

in Leiestershire thus lagged behind the aggregate trend

in England, but a balane of urban over rural had been

attained by the early 1880s, the date from whih it is pos-

sible to onsider the building proess in Loughborough in

detail. Loughborough was the only one of the small towns

to ahieve inorporation.

In 1851, the urban population of Loughborough had

surpassed 11,000 (11,172) with only 167 in the non-built-

up area of the parish.

10

In the next thirty years, its pop-

ulation expanded by 30 perent, to 14,733.

11

Muh of this

inreased population had been aommodated within the

existing spatial extent of the urban area. From the early

1880s, this ontinued absorption in the urban entre be-

ame untenable and spatial development outside the built-

up area mandatory. From the early 1880s, we have a regis-

ter of appliations under building byelaws. The ontext is

8

Post O�e Diretory of Derbyshire, Leiestershire, Notting-

hamshire and Rutlandshire (London, 1855), pp. 3, 6, 41, 46, 59,

84, 90, 92.

9

Kelly's Diretory of Leiestershire and Rutland (London, 1881),

pp. 467, 468, 473.

10

Post O�e Diretory 1855, p. 84.

11

Kelly's Diretory 1881, p. 468.

4
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an inrease in the inhabited houses in the uninorporated

town in 1881 of 3,142 to 3,834 in the newly-reated borough

(1888) in 1891: an augmentation of almost 700 houses or

an additional housing stok of 22 perent.

12

(The onen-

tration here is on the number of units of housing, without

taking into aount multiple-oupation of units).

A single register of building byelaw appliations ex-

ists, whih ommenes in 1883, although the loal board of

health had been established muh earlier, under the Health

of Towns At 1848.

13

This register was inherited by and

ontinued to be employed by the new borough authority in

1888.

14

It is neessary to desribe the register of building appli-

ations to understand the onsequent methodologial prob-

lems. In existing boroughs, the administration of building

byelaws involved large registers omposed of printed sheets

into whih the details were entered. The printed sheets de-

manded onsistent information about the date of the sub-

mission, the owner of the property, the depositor of the

plans, a desription and loation of the proposed buildings,

and the date of ompletion with omments.

15

The register

12

Census of England and Wales (43 & 44 Vit., .37) 1881 Volume

I Area, Houses and Population (London, 1883), p. 216; Census of

England and Wales (53 & 54 Vit., .61) 1891 Vol. I Area, Houses

and Population (London, 1893), p. 190.

13

Wallae Humphrey, Henry Fearon: A Maker of Modern Lough-

borough (Loughborough University, 1985), pp. 10-14; C. N. Wright,

Commerial and General Diretory of Leiester and Fifteen Miles

Round (Leiester, 1884), p. 386.

14

Reord O�e for Leiestershire, Leiester and Rutland (ROLLR)

DE1834/157.

15

The most suint introdution to housing legislation is R.

5
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ommened by the loal board and ontinued by the new

borough of Loughborough was, in ontrast, a desultory af-

fair. The volume was simply an o�-the shelf notebook with

no printed ontent, simply a memoranda book. The entries

were thus inonsistent in detail and often dilatory. There

was no di�erentiation into owner and depositor, but just a

single appliant with no de�nition as to whether the appli-

ant was owner and/or depositor. The details of the appli-

ant are often perfuntory: sometimes Mr, sometimes Mr

with an initial of the forename, sometimes just the initial

of the forename; all with the surname. The memoranda

for approval or rejetion were inonsistent, so that some

entries have no notation at all as to whether approved or

otherwise, although 17 were ategorially rejeted. There

are no indiations of ompletion nor omments about the

nature of the ompletion.

The resultant problems thus involve �rstly the identi-

�ation of the appliant from the imperfet information;

oasionally whether the proposal was approved; and �-

nally whether the projet was ompleted. Assumptions

an be made about approval and ompletion. The real dif-

�ulty remains the identi�ation of the appliant. Unfortu-

nately, the plans are not extant, whih would have provided

more information about the appliant and whether the en-

try in the `register' referred to owner and/or depositor of

the plan.

16

Between 1883 and 1890, the register ontains 300 appli-

Rodger, Housing in Urban Britain, 1870-1914 (Cambridge, 1995

edn), pp. 26-7, 48-51.

16

Loal Authority Building Plans Survey Report pre-1974 (digital

deposit in The National Arhives (TNA)).

6
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ations, 270 of whih onern housing. Non-housing appli-

ations relate to new streets (14), the dispensary, Fearon

Hall, a slaughterhouse (de�nitely rejeted), hotels (two),

bakehouses (two), a fatory, a obbler's shop, another shop,

a business premise, an inn, a showroom, a brewery, surg-

eries (two), and the Salvation Army barraks. The pro-

posals for housing involved 120 di�erent appliants. (As

explained below, the apparent mean of 2.7 houses per ap-

pliant is thoroughly misleading).

The methodology employed is to onnet the appliants

in the `register' to entries in Wright's Diretory of 1884

and the Probate Calendar after 1858. The diretory allows

the �ner de�nition of the appliants, in partiular their

oupation and loation (business and home addresses).

17

The building proess an thus be established. The Probate

Calendar allows a further evaluation of the builders of this

urban environment by divulging their wealth at death.

18

The aveat remains that it is impossible to identify all the

appliants.

The opening date is obviously determined by the inep-

tion of the register (1883), but it also oinides with the

expansion of building outside the existing built-up area.

The terminal date of 1890 is seleted for three reasons: the

ompletion of building projets oneived as the town ap-

17

Wright, Commerial and General Diretory, 1884, pp. 385-413.

18

W. D. Rubinstein, Men of Property: The Very Wealthy

in Britain Sine the Industrial Revolution (new edn, Lon-

don, 2006), pp. 18-24, disusses the omposition of the PC.

The online data are available as The National Probate Calen-

dar:<https://searh.anestry.o.uk/searh/db.aspx?dbid=1904>

(aessed 20 January 2018). The original registers were plaed in

loal reord o�es.

7
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proahed borough status; the alulation of the number

of inhabited houses aording to the ensus of 1891 (om-

pared with the same in 1881); and the intervention of the

Housing of Working Classes At 1890.

19

The other soure whih is available is a `Plan of the

Paget Building Estate' produed by W. Edward Woolley,

surveyor of Loughborough, whih e�etively indiates the

purhasers of lots. The estate was divided into exatly one

hundred lots with the names of the purhasers added in

eah lot.

20

Comparison of the names insribed on the lots

and the names of appliants in the register allows some

further (inomplete) eludiation about the relationship be-

tween owners and builders for the Paget Estate. William

Edward Woolley was already established as a land agent

and surveyor in Loughborough by the early 1880s and his

business expanded by 1908 to inlude representation of sev-

eral insurane ompanies and reeiver and lerk for loal

harities.

21

19

Rodger, Housing in Urban Britain, p. 55.

20

ROLLR DE5099/135.

21

Wright's Diretory of Leiester and Fifteen Miles Round, p. 406;

Kelly's Diretory of the Counties of Leiester and Rutland (hereafter

Kelly's and date) (London, 1908), pp. 501 (h. Red House, Burton

Walks), 508.

8
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Figure 1: Loation of building sites

The spatial expansion of the built-up area was in�u-

ened by a number of variables: physial and symboli in-

ternal boundaries (only temporary and porous); the avail-

ability of land; residential segregation and the harater of

spae; and latterly the industrial loation of fatories; all

inter-related (Fig. 1). Wood Brook and the Cattle Mar-

ket formed a physial boundary along the east perimeter

of Ward's End and Devonshire Square, as a onsequene

of pollution through disharge into the brook from bleah

and dye works. South�elds and the Grammar Shool lim-

ited southerly development on one side and Loughborough

Moor on the other. A temporary boundary was established

9
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Figure 2: Paget Building Estate

by the gas works (now the site of Sainsbury's) and the

union workhouse; although this boundary was breahed, its

harater in�uened the type of housing and soial stru-

ture of the loation. The anal basin partially impeded

housing development immediately to its north and beyond

that to the north and east the loal names Tatmarsh and

Meadow Lane indiate the reasons for deferment of build-

ing here. Ultimately, all these restritions were overome,

but delayed housing expansion and had some impat on the

harater of development. Residential segregation ensued

from the harater of spae: basially a di�erentiation be-

tween housing for the working lass and a segregated spae

for polite housing for the upper middle lass.

In this ontext, it is easier to delimit the `polite' de-

velopment, to the west of the town, further out along For-

est Road, Park Road and Ashby Road. The harater of

Loughborough Park, with its elite assoiations, and Out-

10
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woods, with its intimation of rurality, in�uened and on-

strited development here. Aordingly, only large polite

houses had in�ltrated into these loations. The new parish

of Emmanuel had been established here by Order in Coun-

il in 1838 under the Million At, providing additional a-

ommodation for ongregations in populous towns.

22

Para-

doxially, the new parish largely served a ongregation of

higher soial status rather than the populous town entre.

Burleigh House onsisted largely of a rebuild in the early

eighteenth entury.

23

In 1848-50, the onvent shool was

ereted on Park Road.

24

It was preeded by The Grove,

on Ashby Road, in 1837.

25

Some �fty years later, the sub-

stantial The Gables, was onstruted for William Clarke,

on Forest Road, as also Forest Hey and The Elms.

26

The exlusive harater of the wide area to the west

of the town is revealed in the later ensus enumerators'

returns. In 1881, Fair�eld House was oupied by Mary

White, widow, whose inome derived from land, houses and

dividends, she and her two daughters assisted by �ve ser-

vants.

27

The Burders, who had assumed ontrol of the Mes-

senger enterprise of hortiultural engineering (employing 65

22

LG, Issue 19620, pp. 1192-94 (Order in Counil, 26 Feb. 1838,

Churh Commissioners O�e order, 22 May 1838).

23

N. Pevsner, The Buildings of Leiestershire and Rutland (Lon-

don, 1960), p.178.

24

Pevsner, Buildings, p. 178.

25

Pevsner, Buildings, p. 177.

26

<https://www.harnwood.gov.uk/listed

	

buildings/

the

	

gables

	

forest

	

road

	

loughborough>;https://www.harnwood.gov.uk/

listed

	

buildings/the

	

grove

	

ashby

	

road

	

loughborough>;

<https:://www.harnwood.gov.uk/listed

	

buildings/

the

	

elms

	

elms

	

grove

	

loughborough> (onsulted 5 Feb. 2018)

27

TNA RG11/3144, f. 12v.

11
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men and 10 boys), had inhabited Park Road in 1881, but

Field House on Ashby Road in 1891, with their six hildren

and �ve servants.

28

The Grove on Ashby Road, originally

the domiile of the Middleton banking family, was in 1891

oupied by William Beardesley, soliitor, with his wife,

�ve hildren and �ve servants.

29

The in�uential and lo-

ally important Frederik Paget lived on his own (aged 48)

and on his own means in The Cottage, Ashby Road, aom-

panied by his three servants.

30

Also on Ashby Road were

loated Broxtowe, Lynam, and West Leigh, the impressive

houses respetively of Herbert Barrowli�e, hosiery manu-

faturer, Edgar Taylor, bank manager, and William Gibbs,

oal and builders merhant.

31

Ambrose Cross, the �rst bor-

ough surveyor and engineer, had aquired Hillthorpe on the

same thoroughfare.

32

The western extent was thus hara-

terised by dispersed `gentlemen's dwellings'.

33

Unsurprisingly, development of this area was protrated

and seletive.

34

More surprisingly, the proposal by the in-

�uential E. H. Warren, esquire, for a house in Elms Park

was initially rejeted.

35

The harater of undertakings is

represented by the appliation by J. G. Messenger, the hor-

tiultural engineer, for eight villas on Park Road.

36

Simi-

28

TNA RG11/3144, f. 48; RG12/2514, f. 10.

29

TNA RG12/2514, f. 10. Ashby Road Conservation Area Char-

ater Statement Adopted November 2005, pp. 10, 14.

30

TNA RG12/2514, f. 10.

31

TNA RG12/2514, f. 10v.

32

TNA RG12/2514, f. 10v.

33

Ashby Road Conservation Area Charater Statement, p. 8.

34

H. J. Dyos, Vitorian Suburb: A Study of the Growth of Cam-

berwell (Leiester, 1961).

35

ROLLR DE1834/157, p. 30.

36

ROLLR DE1834/157, pp. 48, 55 (1886).
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larly approval was extended to Mr J. Crane for six villas

on Park Road.

37

Not surprisingly, in the same year, 1886,

Adolphus Bumpus, an important resident, also obtained

permission for his `new residene' in Park Road.

38

In the

following year, Miss Handley's `villa residene' in Ashby

Road reeived authorization.

39

As representative was the

intention of the Misses Cotton to onstrut a residene with

stabling on Park Road.

40

The pattern of development was thus sporadi. Be-

tween 1883 and 1890, �ve houses and two villas were ereted

on Forest Road, seven houses and 15 villas on Ashby Road,

and 13 houses and nine villas on Park Road. Two appli-

ations were not onsistent with this harater: proposals

by Messrs Billson and Corah respetively to introdue six

and four ottages on Park Lane.

41

The preise nature of

the ottages is indeterminate, but probably inonsistent

with the villa properties. The appliations for houses and

villas usually also onsisted of a single building or unit of

housing.

This proess of appliations for a small amount of middle-

status housing was also subverted by William Moss in the

expansion of Middle Park Lane. His initial proposal in

1886 involved a new road with eight houses and six oth-

ers fronting Middle Park Lane.

42

Subsequently, he applied

to eret two villas there.

43

Otherwise, new builds on Mid-

37

ROLLR DE1834/157, p. 58 (1886).

38

ROLLR DE1834/157, p. 59.

39

ROLLR DE1834/157, p. 70

40

ROLLR DE1834/157, p. 116 (1889)

41

ROLLR DE1834/157, pp. 25 (1884), 103 (1889).

42

ROLLR DE1834/157, p. 53.

43

ROLLR DE1834/157.
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dle Park Lane omprised only �ve villas and three houses

through �ve di�erent appliations.

In 1887 and 1890, two appliations were approved for

new streets between Park Road and Middle Park Road,

by Messrs T. G. Messenger and J. F. Hodgson and Messrs

W. E. Woolley and J. Hanks.

44

The general harater of

the area had been preserved, however, through inremental

building of a middling status of housing.

A signi�ant ontrast existed with the lower extents

of Ashby and Forest Roads inside the older part of the

town. Here the oupants were mixed, various levels of

the working and lower-middle lass, in Vitoria, Albert,

Burton, Bedford, (lower) Park and William Streets, and

Albert Plae.

45

The most substantial building was onerned, of ourse,

with the housing of the working lass, but some of these

housing areas were enveloped by villa residenes for the

lower middle lass.

46

The Paget building estate was so

sandwihed between villa properties on Derby Road and

in the Lower Paget estate and Storer estate (Fig. 2). The

villa properties represented the town on the thoroughfare

(now the A6) northwards out of the town and the villas on

the opposite end of the Paget estate merged into the more

`salubrious' properties of Ashby Road. These latter villa

residenes were loated along Storer Road, Fearon Street,

and the newly-laid Cumberland Road. The other estates

of housing for the working lass, in Shakespeare Street,

44

ROLLR DE1834/157, pp. 81-2, 118.

45

TNA RG11/3144, �. 16v-18, 35v, 50v; RG12/2514, �. 42-45.

46

S. M. Gaskell, `Housing and the lower middle lass, 1870-1914' in

G. Crossik, ed., The Lower Middle Class in Britain (London, 1977),

pp. 159-83.
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on the opening up of Toothill Road, and in the south at

New King Street and their environs (the latter the Warner

estate), were entirely terraed housing predominantly ab-

sent of intervening villas. We an summarize the loation

of villas (for whih appliations were submitted): Herrik

Road (nine); Park Road (18); Ashby Road; Storer Road

and Cumberland Road (inipiently at this time); Ashby

Road; Middle Park Lane; Burton Street; Forest Road; and

Toothill Road (two only at this stage). The `residenes'

were on�ned to Park Road, Ashby Road, Derby Road and

Storer Road.

The spatial expansion thus involved soial segregation,

but there was a uniform rhetori of spae, whih presented

the new builds as di�erent from the in�lling in the entre,

the insalubrious ourts. There was, of ourse, a hierarhi-

al deployment of rhetori. The villas on Derby Road were

aorded emblemati names: Stamford Villas (1884); Ox-

ford Villas (1885); and Cambridge Villas (no date). (The

information whih follows is derived from the date stones

and name plaques on houses). The villas higher up, on

Storer Road, reeived designations suh as Longli�e Vil-

las (1886), suggestive of a rural loation, up the rise from

the Lower Paget Estate. The employment of symbolism

was not on�ned to the villas, however. The new housing

for the working lass was attributed signi�and and signi-

fying names. One of the �rst rows in Paget Street re�eted

the origins of the loation: Paget Cottages (1884)�repre-

senting not only the original landownership and the sta-

tus of the owner, but also the rural plae. Numerous

subsequent rows along Paget Street were a�orded names:

Albany Terrae (1884); Havelok Cottages (1887); Mel-

15
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bourne Cottages (no date); Clifton Terrae (1888); Stanley

Cottages (no date); Emin Houses (1890); Pahe Houses

(1890); and Virginia Cottages (1890). An e�ort was made

to present a `respetable' status to these rows of housing for

the working lass.

47

The designations diminish in Leopold

and Oxford Street, but intermittent denominations our:

Ison Cottages (no date) and Gordon Cottages (1885) on

Leopold Street; and Oxford Cottages (1886), Jubilee Cot-

tages (1887) and Bourne Cottages (1887) on Oxford Street.

A number were obviously ommemorative of signi�ant

events and people (Stanley, Gordon, Jubilee). The imputa-

tion here seems to be to inulate a sentiment of national-

ism, to subsribe to a national narrative of English exep-

tionalism and heroiism (`mnemoni experiene').

48

Others

attempted to indiate a buoli origin and presene, suh

as, most tellingly, Laburnam Cottages and Laurel Cottages

in Leopold Street (both 1888). Initially, that representaion

was transferred to the development in King Street, in the

two rows of Oakland Cottages (1888) and Jasmine Cottages

(1888) at the juntion with Leiester Road, but the initia-

tive delined and housing terraes there, in muh longer

runs, were denied names.

49

The assoiation with the land

had a paradoxial ontent as the agriultural depression

deepened and so was redolent of a pereived earlier rural

47

F. M. L. Thompson, The Rise of Respetable Soiety: A So-

ial History of Vitorian Britain 1830-1900 (repr., Cambridge, MA,

1990).

48

G. Cubitt, History and Memory (Manhester, 2007), p. 196 (mil-

itary vitories).

49

T. Cresswell, Plae: A Short Introdution (Oxford, 2004), pp. 97-

8, iting S. Appleby, `Crawley. A spae mythology', New Formations

11 (1990), pp. 19-44.
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existene, whih was imaginary and onneted with one

notion of `Englishness'.

50

Perhaps `Englishness' now sub-

sisted in reality in the burgeoning urban populations and

the improvement of urban onditions by a ivi elite, but

urban plaes like Loughborough had a prevailing ontrast

between the old ourts (and their still implied debilitated

population) and newer housing developments whih ould

be aligned with the rural.

51

There is, of ourse, a potential issue with the designa-

tion `ottage'. In some urban plaes in the North of Eng-

land, a `ottage' meant a single-storey dwelling by ontrast

with a two-storey house.

52

Although we have no plans

for these Loughborough `ottages', rows of them were on-

struted with date and name stones, as indiated above.

They were deidedly two-storey elevations. The symbolism

of their designation must thus be the ethos of the buoli.

The earliest housing for the working lass in most of Eng-

land was imitative of traditional `self-ontained' ottage in

design.

53

The distintive element of the working-lass housing on

the Paget Estate was thus its evolution in rows rather than

long terraes, by and large, and the onstant referene to

50

R. Colls and P. Dodd, eds, Englishness: Politis and Culture

1880-1920 (London, 2014 edn).

51

P. Mandler, `Against Englishness: English ulture and the limits

to rural nostalgia, 1850-1940', Transations of the Royal Historial

Soiety 6th ser. 7 (1997), pp. 155-75. For debilitation, Jak London,

The People of the Abyss (London, 1903), but for the East End of

the metropolis; K. Kumar, The Making of English National Identity

(Cambridge, 2003), pp. 175-225 (`the moment of Englishness').

52

S. Muthesius, The English Terraed House (New Haven, CT,

1982), pp. 103-4, 107.

53

Daunton, House and Home, pp. 51, 54.
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ottages in the appliations and on the name plaques of the

ompleted buildings, redolent of the original land use and

attempting to perpetuate the myth of the buoli origin.

The ethos of the naming was respetability and ontrast

with the insalubrious tenements in the old entre. The

naming perhaps also ated as a disiplinary reminder to

the tenants to maintain that respetability.

54

A partiular

ethos infused the elite of the town and borough: Oxford

Villas; Oxford Street; Cambridge Villas; Cambridge Street;

di�used aross the urban spae.

55

The problem here is avoiding the over-determination of

a binary approah to spae.

56

`For the moment I merely

wish to point up the dialeti relationship whih exists

within the triad of the pereived, the oneived and the

lived.'

57

In this enuniation, Lefebvre indiated the irre-

duible intermingling of spatial pratie, representation of

spae, and representational spaes.

58

There is a paradox of

the representation of spae and its atual experiene.

59

Un-

54

See, however, F. M. L. Thompson, `Soial ontrol in Vitorian

Britain', Eonomi History Review 2nd ser. xxxiv (1981), pp. 189-

208, for an argument against the Gramsian oneption of hegemony,

without addressing the disiplinary regime of Fouault and the dis-

persal of `power'. P. Rioeur, Memory, History, Forgetting trans. K.

Blamey and D. Pellauer (Chiago, 2004), pp. 68-92 (`manipulated

memory' and the `duty of memory').

55

M. Sheringham, Everyday Life: Theories and Praties from Sur-

realism to the Present (Oxford, 2006), pp. 375-85 (`street names'),

esp. p. 380 (bureaurati impulse).

56

Pae D. Sibley, Geographies of Exlusion: Soiety and Di�erene

in the West (London, 1995).

57

H. Lefebvre, The Prodution of Spae trans. D. Niholson-Smith

(Oxford, 1991), p. 39.

58

LeFebvre, Prodution of Spae, pp. 33-4.

59

S. Charlesworth, A Phenomenology of Working Class Experiene
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like the eluidation by Charlesworth of this ontradition in

present-day Rotherham, however, ontemporary attitudes

in nineteenth-entury Loughborough are inaudible.

60

The

builders and owners intentially idealized the spae, per-

haps even antiipated gratitude for providing this our-

rently superior housing. Through an apparent ontrol of

spae, they imposed a memorialization and an intentional

ideology.

61

The experiene of the householders is invisible

and inaudible. Perhaps some onsiously delighted in this

spatial symbolism. Instead of referring to their abode as

10, Paget Street, they insisted that they inhabited Paget

Cottages. Did their prediletion ause frition with those

who dwelled in un-named rows? Others maybe absorbed

its semioti message simply by their everyday experiene

of notiing the signs. Did some reognize the imposition

of ideology and demur or rejet? How fragmented was this

spae (of, for example, the Paget Estate) by these diver-

gent reations, the oherently imposed ideology shattered

by miriad �ssures?

62

The expansion of even the largest Vitorian ities and

urban plaes depended mostly on `great numbers of small

units of prodution', small speulative builders.

63

In Le-

(Cambridge, 2000), p. 95.

60

Lefebvre, `Contraditory spae' in Prodution of Spae, h.5.

61

Cresswell, Plae, pp. 87-96 (but at the maro level); A. D. Smith,

Nationalism and Modernism (London, 1998), p. 180.

62

Sheringham, Everyday Life, h. 1 (`The indeterminay of the

everyday'); B. Misztal, Theories of Soial Remembering (London,

2003), pp. 5-6.

63

R. M. Prithard, Housing and the Spatial Struture of the City:

Residential Mobility and the Housing Market in an English City sine

the Industrial Revolution (Cambridge, 1976), p. 39.

19

165



Figure 3: Appliations per appliant

iester, it has been suggested, 70 perent of all housebuild-

ing appliations between 1850 and 1900 ontained fewer

than �ve houses.

64

This general harateristi of small

speulative building projets has been on�rmed by a wider

sample of byelaw building appliations, but again for large

urban entities.

65

In some of these large urban plaes, the

appliants submitted only one sheme and that for merely

up to half a dozen houses.

66

Sine the small builders had

slender apital resoures, `their prosperity . . . [was℄ prear-

64

Prithard, Housing and the Spatial Struture, p. 39.

65

P. Aspinall, `The internal struture of the housebuilding industry

in nineteenth-entury ities', in J. H. Johnson and C. Pooley, eds, The

Struture of Nineteenth Century Cities (London, 1982), pp. 75-85

(his analysis is from byelaw building appliations after 1848).

66

Dennis, English Industrial Cities, pp. 161-4.
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ious'.

67

The urban harater of Loughborough was, how-

ever, onsiderably di�erent from these muh larger plaes.

Two issues present themselves: the harater of the new

housing stok; and the fortunes of the builders (Figs 3-4;

Fig. 4 omits two abnormally high numbers of units whih

are explained in the text). The development of the hous-

ing stok orresponds with the spatial di�erentiation elu-

idated above. The appliations for byelaw building au-

thorization omprised: seven `residenes'; 66 villas; 333

houses; and more than 571 ottages. Cottages onsisted

of at least 58 perent of the proposals. It is probable that

this proportion represents the atual stok built, but there

are aveats. First, the numbers derive from appliations.

There is no ertainty that the houses were atually built:

the register does not ertify their onstrution. The va-

garies of the register on aeptane and rejetion also om-

pliate the �gures: some might have involved reapplia-

tions. In a few ases, moreover, usually of ottages, the

numbers proposed are not reorded. Sine the number of

inhabited houses inreased by about 700 between 1881 and

1891, the numbers here are further revealed as very ap-

proximate. We an, however, extrapolate the proportions

of the di�erent types of housing in the stok, not least the

preponderane of `ottages'.

The sequene of all the building was ompliated, but

some attempt must be made to eluidate it. In 1883-5, the

onstrution of housing along Broad Street was ompleted.

The villas along Herrik Road ontinued to be ereted be-

tween 1884 and 1888. New large dwellings were inremen-

67

Prithard, Housing and the Spatial Struture, p. 39.
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Figure 4: Units per appliation
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tally added along Park Road onstantly, but the loation

around Middle Park Road partiularly from 1886. The

ottages on Shakespeare Street were approved in 1885-7

(Figure 1, no. 3). From 1884, the Paget Estate (Leopold

and Oxford Street and Paget Road) was laid out for build-

ing plots and the development largely ompleted by 1890,

although some in�lling ourred in 1894 (Figure 1, no. 1).

Station Road is separated here, sine the building proess

did not ommene e�etively until 1886 and endured for

a onsiderable time thereafter (Figure 1, no. 1). The

new station and yards of the terminus of the Charnwood

Forest Branh beame a new symboli boundary of the

built area. Development of the Lower Paget Estate (on the

south-west) ommened in 1887, although in this viinity

the Storer Estate (Storer Road) preeded its layout (1885-

7), with more expansion along Storer's Road and Fearon

Street in 1889 (Figure 1, no. 2). The extension to Cum-

berland Road happened in 1889-90 (Figure 1, no. 2). On

the north-east, the new streets o� Toothill were planned

in 1888-9, although an appliation had been submitted for

ottages on Tatmarsh in 1883 (Figure 1, no. 5). Building

subsequently extended into Lower Cambridge Street (Fig-

ure 1, no. 6). To the south, new streets were santioned

o� Moor Lane in 1888, sueeded by the spei� plans for

the Warner Estate, although work had ommened on King

Street in 1887-8 (Figure 1, no. 4).

At this point, another spatial onsideration must be re-

marked: whereas the earlier developments of housing for

the working lass had been independent of their work-

plaes, the building proess of the Warner Estate and King

Street assoiated working-lass housing with the fatory

23
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(see below).

68

The Paget Building Estate (Figure 1, no. 1; Fig. 2)

omposed the �rst substantial expansion of the urban area.

The register ontains 102 appliations for domesti dwellings

on the estate (exluding Station Road) before 1890, 61 per-

ent of whih proposed ottages, the remainder `houses'.

One again, the ambiguities of the register must be empha-

sized: the vagaries about approval/rejetion; non-erti�ation

of build; and di�ulty of establishing reappliations. Sim-

ply totalling the number of units in the register produes

a mis-math with the details of the 1891 ensus and with

the one hundred lots on Woolley's plan.

Inluding Station Road in 1891, as far as it was estab-

lished, the ensus reveals the (primary) oupations of 265

heads of household on the Paget Estate.

69

For a few heads,

no oupation was insribed. The oupational `struture'

onsisted of predominantly working lass, but both `skilled'

and `unskilled', with a small ohort of lower middle lass.

About 22 perent of the heads of household were engaged

in hosiery, as framework knitters, fatory timekeepers, �t-

ters, and needle makers; more than half were employed as

fwks. Another 11 perent were employed as labourers, gen-

eral, building and agriultural. Employees in the building

trades, `skilled' working lass (briklayers, painters, plas-

terers, and joiners), omprised another 17 perent. Some

13 perent might be loosely ategorized as lower middle

68

Dennis, English Industrial Cities, pp. 176-80 (although these

examples are fairly radial); J. D. Marshall, `Colonisation as a fator

in the planting of towns in north-west England', in H. J. Dyos, ed.,

The Study of Urban History (London, 1968), pp. 215-30.

69

TNA RG12/2514, �. 14-33v.
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lass, inluding nine lerks and two shoolteahers.

70

Some

retailers (buther, groer, baker) are inluded as lower mid-

dle lass, although their di�erentiation from the working

lass is ambiguous.

71

Female heads of household, usually

widows, omposed just six perent, nine living o� their own

means, six as harwomen or laundress, and one `living on

hildren'.

72

In a entral loation (Figure 1, no. 3), the housing

on Shakespeare Street was ompleted mainly at this time,

through �ve appliations for 10 houses and seven for 24

ottages. The inhabitants in 1891 reprodued the soial

struture of the Paget Estate. The 33 heads of house-

holds inluded only one lerk, the remainder employed in

working-lass oupations, several assoiated with the ur-

ban dyeworks, suh as two bleahers, a bleaher's and a

dyer's labourer, and three dyer's trimmers.

73

The assoiation of fatory and working-lass housing

was more evident with the development of New King Street

and the Warner Estate. Here in 1891, 22 of the 41 heads

of household were engaged diretly in hosiery fatories, in-

lude nine otton framework knitters. (The remainder of

these hosiery workers omprised �tters, mehani, warp-

hand, hose maker, labourers, and warehousemen). The

most reent large hosiery fatories had been onstruted in

the viinity.

70

For the shoolteahers, TNA RG12/2514, �. 24, 31v.; G. Ander-

son, Vitorian Clerks (Manhester, 1976).

71

G. Crossik, `The petite bourgeoisie in nineteenth-entury

Britain' in P. Thane and A. Sutli�e, eds, Essays in Soial History

Volume 2 (Oxford, 2002), pp. 126-87.

72

For example, TNA RG12/2514, �. 21, 24 (`living on hildren').

73

TNA RG12/2514, �. 112-115.
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The initial expansion along Toothill (Figure 1, no. 5)

repliated this soial omposition, mostly working lass

heads of household, with a sprinkling of lower middle lass,

suh as the four lerks, hosiery manager, and professor of

musi.

74

More surprising is the mixed soial harater of

the Lower Paget and Storer developments (Figure 1, no. 2),

on Storer Road, Fearon Street, and Cumberland Road. On

Storer Road, a soliitor lived among neighbours who were

a hosiery mahinist, retail assistants, engine �tter, iron

moulder and railway servant.

75

A hosiery mahine �tter,

two framework knitters, and a hosiery mahinist omprised

four of the dozen heads of household on Fearon Street.

76

On Cumberland Road resided an arhitet and a lerk of

works among a general labourer, time keeper, framework

knitter, needle �nisher, and iron foundry hand.

77

Although

mainly villa properties, the houses' oupants belonged to a

mixed soial omposition, ombining owner-oupiers and

tenants. The situation was ompletely di�erent in the vil-

las onstruted on Derby Road, whih were reserved for

two wine merhants, a registration agent, a ongregational

minister, a hotel manager, and a superintendant assurane

agent, deidedly middle lass.

78

There was some signi�ant deviation in the fortunes

and omposition of the builders from the pattern whih has

74

TNA RG12/2514, � 77�.

75

TNA RG12/2514, �. 11-13.

76

TNA RG12/2514, f. 12.

77

TNA RG12/2514, f. 13.

78

TNA RG12/2514, �. 32v-33; M. A. Simpson and T. H. Lloyd,

eds, Middle-lass Housing in Britain (Newton Abbot, 1977).
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beome onventionally enountered in provinial ities. In

Loughborough about the time of inorporation the builders

were indeed often small, loal enterprises. Those whih

were substantially engaged in this expansion of the town,

however, onstruted larger numbers of units, were longevi-

ous, and seemingly remained suessful.

A omponent of them inluded young enterprises whih

bene�ted from the new building. Thomas Timperley was

still in 1891 in lodgings in the borough in whih he had

been born, at 18, Oxford Street, on the Paget Estate, still

single and aged only 29.

79

By 1908, he had established

his own household as a builder at 81 Regent Street, still

operating from there in 1916.

80

Another new prospetor,

Willie Thomas Hampton, was an immigrant, born in Lon-

don. Like Timperley, he ommened in lodgings, at 38

Pinfold Street, aged 21 in 1881, a trained draughtsman.

He married a loal woman, aged 22 in 1881. By 1891,

he was �rmly established in his arhitetural and survey-

ing pratie at 41 The Rushes, aged 31, with his wife and

two hildren. He had taken on his ousin, aged 18, as his

pupil.

81

Subsequently, he moved to Ashby Road, listed in

Kelly's Diretory in both the private residents and the om-

merial setion. In the ommerial setion, he was joined

in the pratie by his son, Willie North Hampton, the lat-

ter ontinuing the business after his father's demise, from

the premises at 22 Swan Street.

82

Several other builders were also immigrants. William

79

TNA RG12/2514, f. 22v.

80

Kelly (London, 1908), p. 508; Kelly (London, 1916), p. 561.

81

TNA RG11/3145, f. 84v; RG12/2514, f. 122v.

82

Kelly (1908), pp. 502, 504; Kelly (1916), p. 558.
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Needham had transferred from Queniborough to Loughbor-

ough in about 1879, residing at 2 Vitoria Street in 1881,

aged 35. By 1891, he had aquired the more substantial

Oakdale House on Derby Road, one son, Samuel, an arhi-

tet, and the other, William, a joiner. Suess had been

ahieved through the building enterprise of the 1880s.

83

Two other migrant builders established their premises in

Hume Street. At 1 Hume Street, James Harding employed

eight men and two boys. He had migrated to Loughbor-

ough in about 1857 aged about 32, born in Norton iuxta

Twyross, his wife in Kegworth.

84

Born in Birmingham,

William Tailby arrived in Loughborough in about 1871,

aquiring premises at 10 Hume Street.

85

More di�ulty

ours with establishing the identity of William Ludlam.

In 1891, one William Ludlam operated as a builder out

of 21 Chestnut Street, aged 51. Another, however, also a

builder, onduted business from 20 Cobden Street, aged

31. In both ases, the Williams had been born in Leiester.

In e�et, their existene in Loughborough seems to be the

result of hain migration, the younger William following

the elder, as all the six hildren of the younger William

had been born in Leiester.

86

83

TNA RG11/3144, f. 9; RG12/2514, �. 119-119v.; Wright (1881),

p. 469 (yard Regent Street; home 5 Derby Road).

84

TNA RG11/3146, f. 73; Wright (1881), p. 467 (Sparrow Hill and

Hume Street).

85

TNA RG11/3145, f. 88. Possibly at Wards End in 1908: Kelly

(1908), p. 507; Wright (1881), p. 471.

86

TNA RG12/2515, f. 57; RG12/2516, f. 10v. Perhaps ontinued

by Thomas Ludlam at 155 Meadow Lane: Kelly (1908), p. 505;

Wright, p. 469 (William Ludlam & Sons, briklayers and builders,

20 Cobden Street).
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The indigenous builders involved in the expansion of

the 1880s were usually in their 30s to 50s, an older gen-

eration. Thomas Barker, aged 54 in 1891, was among the

eldest, working from his yard at 14 Swan Street, employing

his son, John, aged 24, as a briklayer.

87

In 1891, William

Corah was aged 49, with a joinery workshop at 34 Pinfold

Gate. His son, another William, was also engaged in the

trade.

88

Arthur Faulks ontrolled a more impressive busi-

ness as a master builder employing 16 men and two boys

in 1881, when he was 32, from 4-5 Sparrow Hill.

89

The

most suessful of the native builders was probably William

Moss, who had onentrated on superior housing. In 1891,

aged 52, he possessed The Cedars on Ashby Road, one

of the high-status houses, his wife and two sons attended

by two servants. Even so, his son Charles, aged 22, had

followed his father into the building trade.

90

Apart from

Moss, one of the interesting geographial features of these

indigenous building onerns was that they were onen-

trated in the older part of the town, but were not inhibited

from involvement in the new expanding areas on the pe-

riphery. Doubtless, the relative ompatness ontributed

to their ability to engage in this way from their entral

yards, but they made no attempt, by and large, to move

their premises.

One partiular asualty ourred: the Main enterprise,

whih had a long genealogy in the town. By 1861, William

87

TNA RG12/2514, f. 123; Wright (1881), p. 463 (yard 14 Swan

Street; home Shakespeare Street).

88

TNA RG12/2515, f. 28v.; Wright (1881), p. 465.

89

TNA RG11/3145, f. 100; Wright (1881), p. 466.

90

TNA RG12/2516, f. 5; Wright (1881), p. 469 (yard in Baxter-

gate).
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Main, at the relatively young age of 36, was a briklayer

employing 13 men and some boys in his building business

at Barrow Street. Within ten years, as master builder, he

had expanded his entreprise, doubling his workfore to 26

men, as well as seven boys, from his yard at Moor Lane.

91

William and Arthur ontinued the business as William

Main & Son, but the ompany fell into di�ulty, and was

delared bankrupt by 1881, the reditors reeiving a �nal

dividend of 1s. in the ¿.

92

A new ompany was formed

by Arthur and Stephen Main, but was dissolved by mutual

onsent in 1890, Arthur to ontinue that business and as-

sume all debts.

93

Stephen, desribed as a builder in 1891,

inhabited Alvey House in Borough Street in 1891, while

Arthur Main operated a building yard at 100 Nottingham

Road, but subsequent diretories omit them.

94

There was, however, a small number of appliants for

building projets who were not in the building trade, but

diversi�ed their assets. Prinipal amongst these was George

Mounteney, oal merhant, of 33 Ashby Road, aged 38 in

1891.

95

Alfred Adolphus Bumpus beame one of the promi-

nent burgesses of Loughborough, although an immigrant,

born in Stratford upon Avon. He beame involved in the

hortiultural building business by the age of 29, living at 3

Leiester Road, with his wife, a daughter and one servant,

his wife a native of the town.

96

John Bennett Warren had

91

TNA RG9/2273, f. 107v.

92

LG, Issue 25048, p. 6683.

93

LG, Issue 26025, p. 976.

94

TNA RG12/2515, f. 74; 2514, f. 133v.

95

TNA RG12/2514, f. 44; Wright (1881), p. 469 (yard at Station

Wharf).

96

TNA RG11/3146, f. 40 (1881).
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by 1891, aged 38, ensured that the oah building �rm had

beome well established. He probably moved to the town

to join his father, another John, in the oah building en-

terprise, as John, a oah builder, was living with him in

1891, aged 75. His father was a native of the adjaent

market town, Ashby de la Zouh. J. B.'s brother, Albert,

also ohabited, a oah body maker, aged 26. J. B., like

Mounteney and Bumpus, diversi�ed into housing. John,

however, did not survive muh longer after investing in the

housing shemes, expiring in 1895.

97

The building proess

of the 1880s did, nonetheless, o�er the opportunity not only

for builders, but also for diversi�ation.

Apart from the alamity whih overtook Main, most of

these enterprises were suessful and the �rms ontinued

to prosper, both building enterprises and those whih had

diversi�ed into building. Their persistene is illustrated by

entries in Kelly's Diretories. In 1908, the private residents

inluded Bumpus, now JP, at 2 Herrik Road, William

Corah, at 94 in the same street, Charles Grudgings at 2

Corporation Street, and William Moss, also JP, at Tynte

House on Ashby Road. In the ommerial setion reur

Thomas Barker, with his yard at 14 Swan Street, William

Corah & Sons, their builders' yard in Pinfold Gate, Arthur

Faulks, operating still from 4-5 Sparrow Hill, in the same

road William Harding, builder, Grudgings needle makers,

William Moss & Sons, now established at Queen's Road,

Mrs (George) Mounteney ontinuing the business of her

husband from 33 Ashby Road, and the oah building en-

terprise of John Warren & Son at 48 Baxtergate, adver-

97

Civil Registration Death Index, Q1, 1895, p. 423.
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tised as established in 1815.

98

In 1916, the private residents

repliated those above (Corah, Bumpus, Grudgings, Moss),

but omprehending now also Mrs Mounteney resident at

127 Ashby Road. All the businesses were inluded again in

the ommerial setion (Barker, Corah, Faulks, Grudgings,

Harding, Moss, Mrs Mounteney, Warren & Son).

99

Most of

the businesses whih engaged in the building expansion of

the 1880s thus survived into the seond deade of the twen-

tieth entury, some thirty years after their involvement in

the building.

Some degree of their suess an be assessed from the es-

tate bequeathed at death. Perhaps unsurprisingly, William

Moss appeared at the apogee of this ommerial wealth.

On his deease, probate was granted in 1919 to Edmund

Taylor, the bell founder, WilfredMoss, soliitor, and Charles

Moss, ontrator, the son. The estate amounted to ¿33,244

19s. 0d.

100

In 1922, Thomas Barker left an estate of almost

¿6,500 to be administered by his three sons, also builders,

Edward, Thomas and Henry.

101

Alfred Adolphus Bumpus

died in Bournemouth, his estate in 1924 valued at well over

¿16,000.

102

George Mounteney, who did not survive his

building investment for long, possessed an estate in 1899

also assessed at more than ¿16,000.

103

Like Mounteney,

James Harding, builder, hardly outlived his interest in the

building work. This builder, based at 38 Sparrow Hill, be-

98

Kelly (1908), pp. 502-8.

99

Kelly (1916), pp. 554-61.

100

NPC 1919 Labadini-Pywell), p. 386.

101

NPC 1922 Abbey-Cuzner, p. 149 (of Swan Street; ¿6,493 11s.

0d.).

102

NPC 1924 Aaron-Czogalla, p. 441 (¿16,640 11s. 6d.).

103

NPC 1899 Kahn-Myring, p. 343 (¿16,582 18s. 4d.).
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queathed an estate of ¿2,163 7s. 9d. in 1889.

104

John

Bennett Warren was another early asualty, his demise in

1895, his estate under ¿2,000.

105

The arhitet and sur-

veyor, Willie Thomas Hampton, aumulated an estate of

almost ¿3,000 by his death in 1910 at 1 Frederik Street.

106

Having retired from building, William Ludlam quit this life

in 1904, having amassed an estate of more than ¿7,000.

107

A William Corah died at Forest Road in 1921, leaving an

estate of almost ¿6,000.

108

Thomas Timperley's estate was

more modest, some ¿1,300.

109

Even Stephen Main reov-

ered by his death in 1901 to re-establish an estate of more

than ¿5,600.

110

Despite the wide variation, these estates all

represented onsiderable wealth aquired in part through

the building proess of the 1880s. In some instanes, that

building opportunity onstituted the origin of the aumu-

lation.

Further signi�ane an be attahed to the numbers of

units and their distribution. Fig. 4 reveals the high num-

ber of limited appliations served on the loal board and

borough, omprising one or two units. The ore builders,

however, demonstrated a remarkable investment. Thomas

Barker, for example, submitted 13 appliations, involving

at least 35 ottages, �ve houses and three villas. From

104

NPC 1889 Habart-Hithersay, p. 99.

105

NPC 1895 Udal-Zurhorst, p. 64 (over ¿1,988)

106

NPC 1910 Haas-Kyte, p. 24 (¿2,722 4s. 9d.).

107

NPC 1904 Kadwill-Myring, p. 171 (¿7,310 7s. 7d.).

108

NPC 1921 Aaron-Cuzner, p. 575 (¿5,798 11s. 8d.; possibly the

son of the builder of the 1880s).

109

NPC 1941 Saal-Tyzak, p. 648 (Knightthorpe Road; perhaps the

son; ¿1,345 18s. 1d.).

110

NPC 1902 Kaal-Mytton, p. 197 (¿5,634 3s. 0d.).
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his base in Swan Street, his work extended to Welling-

ton Street, Paget and Leopold Streets, Shakespeare Street,

Derby Road, Park Street, Broad Street, and Tatmarsh.

William Corah's six proposals omprised 13 houses and 18

ottages in Park Road and on the Paget Estate. From his

yard in Sparrow Hill, Arthut Faulks ommitted 13 build-

ing projets throughout the Paget Estate, Broad Street,

Toothill, Lower Storer Road, Park Road, Warner Street,

and Cambridge Street, onsisting of two villas, 15 houses,

and 25 ottages. As adventurous was William Ludlam, op-

erating in Salisbury Road, Ashby Road, Middleton Plae,

New King Street, Rutland Street, Station Street, and lay-

ing out a new street and ottages o� Ashby Road. All his

plans involved only ottages, amounting in all to about a

hundred housing units, although some were probably re-

submissions. Despite their travails, Arthur and Stephen

Main omposed 14 appliations, for �ve villas, 17 houses

and 30 ottages, dispersed in Borough Street, the Paget Es-

tate, Warner Street, Hartington Street, Nottingham Road,

and Herrik Road. John Bennett Warren forwarded 17 ap-

pliations, for developments in the Paget estate, Toothill,

Shakespeare Street, the Warner Estate and its elements o�

Moor Lane and New King Street. His projets involved

23 houses and 70 ottages. Aordingly, some individual

appliations projeted quite long rows of ottages. Ludlam

intended to build rows of 10, 16, 13, 14 and 29 ottages.

Mounteney ontemplated a terrae of a dozen ottages in

New King Street. Warren applied to onstrut a row of

29 ottages on the Paget Estate. Suh proposals deviated

widely from the mean in Loughborough and in many other

loations too.
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Comparison of the appliations in the register andWool-

ley's plan reveals the ambivalene of the register. The plan

apparently enumerates 62 di�erent purhasers of lots, 43

of whom aquired a single lot, nine two parels, six three,

one four, one �ve and two six lots. Several of the builders

above (who had made multiple appliations in the register)

possessed only one lot on Woolley's plan (Adok, Barker,

Corah, Faulks, Ludlam, Needham, Tailby). The implia-

tion must be that, although they made several applia-

tions, some were on behalf of a lient. Moss onstituted an

exeption with three lots. The major developer, Warren,

purhased six lots.

111

The extensive building operations generated a demand

for skilled labour whih ould not be satis�ed within the

town. The 36 indigenous briklayers enumerated in 1891

were supplemented by 25 who had immigrated. Sixty ex-

ternal joiners augmented the equal number of native-born

joiners. The ages of and plae of birth of hildren in the

ensus reveal that most of these immigrant skilled workers

had entered into work in the town in adulthood. The ma-

jority of these migrant skilled workers were attrated from

the surrounding ountryside. Fig. 5 illustrates their plaes

of birth, although their migration patterns to Loughbor-

ough are not disernible. Most of these in-migrants had

established their households by the ensus of 1891, repre-

sented by Charles Evans, born at Ross (Herefordshire), a

builder's joiner, who had settled in the town in 1883 (from

the age and birthplae of his eldest son, aged eight).

112

Another migration proess is illustrated by Harry Wal-

111

ROLLR DE5099/135.

112

TNA RG12/2514, f. 24.

35

181

dave
Textbox
1325



Figure 5: Origins of building worker migrants
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lae, a joiner's apprentie born in Caithness, lodging with

a builder's joiner in Paget Street, but a solitary suh ex-

periene of lodging with a family.

113

Two other new ar-

rivals in the trade had to depend on aommodation in

the several lodging houses situated in The Rushes. Both

John Hagan, joiner, aged only 25, born in Manhester, and

Charles Jones, briklayer, more mature (aged 38), born in

Cardi�, were aommodated in the lodging house at 33-35

The Rushes.

114

The building proess in Loughborough pro-

vided a ounterpoint to the `agriultural depression' whih

was manifest in the ontemporary ountryside.

115

Building ativity must have involved the movement of

briks from the brikyards outside the town and materi-

als and equipment from the builders' yards in the entral

preint to the outlying building sites. Henry Oswin was

apparently the sole builder's arter, living signi�antly in

Paget Street.

116

The materials and equipment from the

entral yard were probably transported in handarts.

117

Conlusion

One of the important ountervailing trends in Lough-

borough was buking the housebuilding ollapse of the late

nineteenth entury.

118

It was preisely in the 1880s that

housing in Loughborough broke out of the restritive sym-

113

TNA RG12/2514, f. 25v.

114

TNA RG12/2514, f. 122v.

115

P. J. Perry, `Where was the `Great Agriultural Depression'? A

geography of Vitorian bankrupty in late Vitorian England and

Wales', Agriultural History Review 20 (1972), pp. 30-45.

116

TNA RG12/2514, f. 31v.

117

R. Tressell (Noonan), The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists ed.

and intro. P. Miles (Oxford, 2005), pp.105-15.

118

Rodger, Housing in Urban Britain, pp. 52-5.
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Figure 6: Paget Estate ottages

boli and physial boundaries around the urban entre, and

the town, soon to beome a borough, experiened a hous-

ing boom. This new housing atered for all lasses, upper-

and lower-middle lass, but espeially working lass. The

units omprised a multitude of rows for the working lass,

frequently designated as ottages, redolent of the previ-

ous deployment of the land. This buoli symbolism on-

trasted strongly with the ourts onentrated in the old

entre. Small speulative builders were involved in this

building proess, but just as signi�antly building enter-

prises invested apital in onseutive shemes of housing

whih ensured their wealth rather than their demise.

Dave Postles
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Who were English Victorian provincial

gentlemen?1

1
Produced with LYX
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The concept of the English ‘gentleman’ has been dominated by the per-
ceived adoption by the haute bourgeoisie of the ethos of the landowning aristoc-
racy and gentry. Wiener’s and Rubinstein’s research respectively into culture
and industrial capital and ‘men of wealth’ established first that the wealthiest
industrialists hankered for the social cachet of the landed elite and secondly
that, in terms of wealth, the great estates remained at the financial pinnacle
as well as social and political status. Cain and Hopkins proposed a different
paradigm of ‘gentlemanly capitalism’, emphasizing the long-term importance
of the financial and commercial sector.1 Wiener posited an ‘accommodation’
between the industrial and commercial bourgeoisie which resulted in a dom-
inant ideology of the aristocracy and landed society. The higher bourgeoisie
was seduced by the culture of the landowning elite: ‘the gentrification of the
industrialist’. As a consequence of this adoption of a traditional ethos, enter-
prise was damaged.

The consolidation of a ‘gentrified’ bourgeois culture, partic-
ularly the rooting of pseudoaristocratic attitudes and values in
upper-middle-class educated opinion, shaped an unfavourable con-
text for economic endeavor.2

This ‘imagination’ extended so far as to influence the British disease of the
1970s.3 Such ‘gentrification’ of the higher middle class occurred from the
late nineteenth century.4 The aristocracy ‘maintained’ ‘a cultural hegemony’
which transformed the ‘industrial bourgeoisie’ ‘in its image’.5 At its starkest,
‘accommodation’ involved ‘absorption’.6 An integral element of this process
was the formulation of the gentlemanly ethos.7 Cain et al. embarked upon
the elucidation of ‘gentlemanly capitalism’, proposing a different paradigm of

1M. Wiener, English Culture and the Decline of the Industrial Spirit, 1850-1980 (new
edn, Cambridge, 2004; originally 1984), pp. 127 ff. For ‘class alliances’, E. O. Wright,
Classes (London, 1997 edn; originally 1985), pp. 124-6. W. D. Rubinstein, Men or Property:

The Very Wealthy in Britain Since the Industrial Revolution (London, 2006 edn; first edn
1981); P. J. Cain and A. G. Hopkins, British Imperialism (London, 1993). Some subsequent
examinations confirmed the extension of aristocratic landownership and influence into the
twentieth century: J. Beckett, The Aristocracy in England 1660-1914 (Oxford, 1986); D.
Cannadine, The Decline and Fall of the British Aristocracy (London, 1999)

2Wiener, p. 10. Compare P. Mandler, The English National Character: The History of

an Idea from Edmund Burke to Tony Blair (New Haven, CT, 2007).
3Wiener, p. xiv.
4Wiener, pp. xvi (‘gentrified’), 5, 14 (timing).
5Wiener, p. 8.
6Wiener, p. 11.
7Wiener, pp. 13 (quoting Bertrand Russell), 16-24.

186



3

English entrepreneurship, status and the performance of the economy, but
again with reference to social as well as economic values.

The criticisms which have been directed at the thesis have been acknowl-
edged by Wiener, although his case substantially restated. Michael Thompson
suggested that the cultural and ideological strain should be tested against
economic realism, to which Wiener reiterated the importance of culture and
perception as independent variables.8

Perhaps, however, Wiener has not dispelled the ‘Mandler thesis’ about the
vicissitudes of deference to the aristocratic ethos, in particular criticism of
aristocratic landownership from the 1880s to the 1940s. Dissatisfaction about
the concentration of landownership had already emerged in the proceedings
leading to the 1870 register of all landowners (Return of Owners of Land 1873),
continued through the ‘agricultural depression’, and resurfaced in the 1910
registration of landownership (Finance Act, 1910).9 (There is no benefit in
examining the 1873 listing since it predates the industrial ’fortunes’ of the
entrepreneurial families in Leicester and the county).

A potential critique of the ‘gentlemanly capitalist’ has obtained much trac-
tion. Perhaps, however, we can illustrate a dichotomy by reference to contem-
porary literature and ethnographic writing. Ostensibly, Henry Wilcox repre-
sents this ethos of gentlemanly capitalism, although his company is a com-
mercial enterprise (the Imperial and West Africa Rubber Company) rather
than industrial.10 We should recollect, however, that, although he purchased
the Onibury estate (Clun, Shropshire), he really was not enamoured of the
countryside, visited the estate rarely, and abandoned it when an unpleasant
incident occurred there. Nor was he especially attracted to his wife’s Howards
End. As Helen observed, ‘You see the Wilcoxes collect houses as your Victor
collects tadpoles’.11 His countenance of both arose from expectations of sta-
tus and family rather than a desire to enjoy the lifestyle of the country elite.12

His natural environment was the City. Although the author had only limited
empathy with Wilcox, some of this outlook of the commercial entrepreneur

8F. M. L. Thompson, Gentrification and Enterprise Culture: Britain, 1780-1980 (Ox-
ford, 2001); Wiener, pp. xvi-xvii; D. Brown, ‘New men of wealth and the purchase of land in
Great Britain and Ireland, 1780 to 1879’, Agricultural History Review, 63 (2015), 286-310.

9P. Mandler, The Fall and Rise of the Stately Home (New Haven, CT, 1999); A. Offner,
Property and Politics, 1870-1914: Landownership, Law, Ideology and Urban Development

in England (Oxford, 1981), pp. 184-200, 363-83; B. Short, The Geography of England and

Wales in 1910: An Evaluation of Lloyd George’s ’Domesday’ of Landownership (London,
1910).

10E. M. Forster, Howards End (London, 1911 edn), pp. 193-4.
11Forster, p. 167.
12Compare Wiener, pp. 61-2.
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did resonate with the narrator: Forster’s dislike for suburbia rather than the
City.

Forster, of course, subscribed to the notion of England as an ‘old coun-
try’, with his predilection for the South as the backbone of the country and
his distaste for the North, even the non-industrialized part of the North.13

When Wilcox retired to Howards End at the end of the novel, however, it was
not simply symbolic of a reconciliation of commercial capital with the landed
estate. The retreat was a consequence of a traumatic disaster—murder by
his son—and Wilcox’s nervous debilitation and exhaustion. Howards End was
not a significant estate. It was, moreover, being encircled by the red subur-
ban spread which the narrator (Forster) found so distasteful. Again, Forster’s
argument was not with the City. Wilcox abandoned the City, of which he
had been such a proud inhabitant, because of a personal, climactic tragedy.
The redemption at the dénouement is not just a reconciliation of Wilcox and
landed society, but his personal retreat as an individual collapse. Aggressive
acquisitiveness had a role in the tragedy, but the drama was also personal.
The end represented Forster’s intention to reconcile the poetry and the prose,
but the prose was exhausted.

By 1913, Forster could conceive of the declining rural gentry. Although
Clive Durham attended Cambridge University, the bastion of the ethos of the
landed class, his gentry background is already economically suspect.14 The
Durham family estate at Penge on the Dorset-Wiltshire border was ‘marked,
not indeed, with decay, but with the immobility that precedes it’.15 By the
time of Maurice’s second visit to the estate ‘[t]he sense of delapidation has
increased’, the widowed Mrs Durham living in the main house because of
the condition of the drains in the dower house.16 The valet and gamekeeper
maintain appearances against the ‘decaying roofs’.17 Penge inspires only ‘un-
graciousness’.18 On his final return, Maurice contemplates how derelict is the
estate and ‘how unfit to set standards or control for the future.’19

13Wiener, pp. 42-3 (‘Southern Metaphor’); John Beer, The Achievement of E. M. Forster

(London, 1962), p. 79; F. Kermode, Concerning E. M. Forster (London, 2009), pp. 5-6,
160-1 presents some caveats; A. Thacker, ‘Through modernity’: Forster’s flux’, in Thacker,
Moving Through Modernity: Space and Geography in Modernism (Manchester, 2003), pp.
46-79.

14Wiener, pp. 23-4.
15Forster, Maurice (London, 2005 edn), p. 74 (begun by Forster about 1913 and published

posthumously in 1971).
16Forster, Maurice, p. 146.
17Forster, Maurice, p. 149.
18Forster, Maurice, p. 154.
19Forster, Maurice, p. 213.
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The urban rather than the City is the focus of the present investigation.20

Its intention is to consider whether there were any variant meanings of ‘gen-
tleman’ in England in the late nineteenth century. In a sense, this discussion
avoids the emphasis on culture and returns to the question of social realism
rather than an independent social imaginary.21 The attention to social realism
is not exclusive of culture, but is an attempt to reconcile culture, ideology and
practice, which co-exist and interact. There is no mere concentration on met-
rics or measurable variables or ‘probabilistic regularities’, not least because the
data are insufficiently robust for parametric statistical analysis.22 ‘Having pio-
neered urbanization, the English ignored or disparaged cities’.23 Questions are
thus invited about the character of gentlemanly status in (provincial) urban
contexts. Concomitantly, there is a need to address not the highest echelons
of the industrial and commercial bourgeoisie, but the provincial urban en-
trepreneurs, the Mittelstand of the English economy. Since Wiener et al. have
defined the late nineteenth century as a formative time, the concentration here
is precisely on that time frame, between 1858 and 1903.

In contrast, Jack London excoriated the 400,000 gentlemen in the 1881
census, ‘of no occupation’ and ‘unprofitable’. Such a number could not have
been composed entirely of either retired industrialists or ‘men of wealth’.

If the 400,000 English gentlemen, ‘of no occupation’, according
to their own statement in the Census of 1881, are unprofitable,
do away with them. Set them to work ploughing game preserves
and planting potatoes. If they are profitable, continue them by all
means, but let it be seen to that the average Englishman shares
somewhat in the profits they produce by working at no occupa-
tion.24

London’s castigation raises other issues. He defines gentlemen of no occupa-
tion, not as landowners. The question then arises as to the nature of their

20For an earlier questioning, S. Miller, ‘Land, landscape and the question of culture:
English urban hegemony and research needs’, Journal of Historical Sociology, 8 (1995), 94-
107; P. Mandler, ‘Against “Englishness”: English culture and the limits to rural nostalgia,
1850-1940’, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society. 6th series 7 (1997), 155-75, a
response to Englishness: Politics and Culture, 1880-1920, ed. R. Colls and P. Dodd (repr.
London, 2014; originally published 1987).

21P. J. Corfield, ‘The Rivals: landed and other gentlemen’, in Land and Society in Britain,

1700 1914, ed. N. Harte and R. Quinault (Manchester, 1996), pp. 1-33; D. Cannadine, Class

in Britain (London, 2000 edn; originally 1998), pp. 33-4.
22J. H. Goldthorpe, Sociology as a Population Science (Cambridge, 2016), for this didac-

ticism.
23Wiener, p. ix.
24J. London, The People of the Abyss (London, 1903), p. 315.
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independent means – origins and extent.

The following data are extracted from the National Probate Register. The
database from which they derive concerns probate valuations for all entries for
Leicestershire from the initiation of civil registration of probate in 1858 to 1903.
Fortuitously, the probate calendars commence in 1858, when probate became
a civil registration, coinciding with the initial questioning of the ‘industrial
spirit’ between 1851 and 1861. The Great Exhibition of 1851, it is suggested,
marked the high point of the industrial or industrious ethos and began to be
eclipsed even as it was lauded by Smiles in 1861. The timescale accords with
Piketty’s concentration of wealth in England, but he did not have recourse to
these data. The terminus ad quem is also aligned with the Distress Act of 1905
(thus with renewed recession), Noonan’s The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists

(also indicative of that economic crisis, in Hastings), London’s The People of

the Abyss (although poignantly and narrowly directed to the East End of the
capital), the 1910 land valuation and new income taxes.25

The resultant database comprises some 23,400 data records.26 The data
are divided into three cohorts: before April 1881; after April 1881 to 1897
inclusive; and 1898-1903 inclusive; determined by the changes in the procedure
(see below).27 There is a coincidental advantage in this sectioning, since it
mitigates any impact of inflation, although Piketty estimates zero inflation in
the long nineteenth century.28

The obvious lacuna concerns gender. Although wives, widows and spinsters
are so described in the probate valuation volumes, their social rather than their
marital status is not. It is therefore too complex to assign women’s wealth to
a category of gentility or gentlewoman from this single source. (It might be
possible to circumvent this issue by correlation with the listings of people of
gentle status in the contemporary trades directories, but that extends beyond
the focus here).

25Wiener, pp. 28, 43; T. Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-first Century (Cambridge, MA,
2014), p. 117. Robert Tressell, The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists (published posthu-
mously); M. J. Daunton, Just Taxes: The Politics of Taxation in Britain. 1914-1979

(Cambridge, 2008).
26Http://www.historicalresources.myzen.co.uk/NEWDATA/probate.html (a dump from

a LibreOffice Base database).
27Rubinstein, pp. 18-24.
28Piketty, p. 131.
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The social and economic location

Appropriately, Leicestershire contained characteristics of both the metaphori-
cal North and South. Although large expanses of the county, especially in the
south and east, exhibited the associated rural elements of the ‘South’, Leices-
ter and some of the western and northern spaces had experienced (what was
once termed) proto-industrialization during early-modern development.29 The
paradigmatic formation was population expansion associated with framework
knitting in Shepshed, although other locations underwent the same develop-
ment of domestic industry and putting-out.30 By the 1870s, this hosiery indus-
try was being transformed and scaled up to factory production, introducing a
new type of wealthy, industrial entrepreneur. At the same time, the residue of
the prior domestic system continued. Similar processes were occurring in boot
and shoe manufacture: from workshop to factory, but temporary co-existence.
Elastic web manufacture was, however, new, largely confined to the borough,
and factory-based.

The residual elements of domestic industry are evident in villages such as
Countesthorpe, Ratby, Syston, Whetstone, Wigston Magna, Arnesby, Barwell
and Burbage, alongside new village-based larger-scale production in Wigston
Magna and Earl Shilton.31 Bag hosiers and framework knitters existed simul-
taneously as larger-scale hosiery concerns appeared in Wigston and Shilton.
In Shepshed in 1880, more than twenty bag hosiers still existed alongside the
three manufacturing hosieries.32 Small concerns existed in the borough, but
increasingly large-scale production was beginning to eclipse distributed pro-
duction. More than 130 hosiers in Leicester in 1880 witnessed the future
with the construction of Corah’s St Margaret’s works.33 The smaller hosier
concerns in Loughborough, of some long-standing, similarly encountered this
change in 1871 with the opening of the new factory of Cartwright and Warner
on Nottingham Road, reputedly at the time one of the largest in the Midlands,
employing ‘several hundred hands’, although seemingly forced into liquidation

29D. C. Coleman, ‘Proto-industrialization: a concept too many’, Economic History Re-

view, 2nd series 36 (1983), 435-48 recites the literature.
30D. Levine, Family Formation in an Age of Nascent Capitalism (New York, 1977).
31Wright’s Commercial and General Directory (1880), pp. 279, 283, 284-6, 290, 310, 321,

340-1, 344.
32Wright (1880), pp. 468-9.
33’The City of Leicester: Hosiery manufacture’, in A History of the County of Leicester:

Volume 4, the City of Leicester (VCH Leics. IV), ed. R A McKinley (London, 1958), pp.
303-14. British History Online http://www.britishhistory.ac.uk/vch/leics/vol4/pp314-326
[accessed 24 December 2016]. Wright (1880), pp. 213-14.
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in 1902 through the burden of its liabilities.34 In Hinckley, hosiery was be-
coming concentrated, with only 14 manufacturers.35

Similar concentration and scaling-up was occurring in the boot and shoe
industry in Leicester. More than 150 shoe manufacturers were conceding prece-
dence to the bigger concerns like Freeman, Hardy and Willis, and Stead and
Simpson.36

Elastic web manufacture almost from its inception was large-scale, con-
centrated in the borough (with an outlier in Quorn). The three dozen or so
concerns could not compete with the likes of Archibald Turner with its new
imposing Bow Bridge Works or Whitehead’s Havelock Works and associated
factory in Quorn.37

In some rural locations, extractive industry expanded in the late nineteenth
century: stone quarrying at Hugglescote (dominated by Ellis and Everard), the
famous granite of Mountsorrel paving the streets of urban England, collieries
at Whitwick and through north-west Leicestershire, and an entire new urban
place in Coalville constructed around Snibston pit.38

All these developments offered new opportunities for industrial entrepreneurs
to acquire much larger fortunes, not at the level of the greatest manufactur-
ers, but consistent with the position of the Mittelstand : industrialists in the
mid-level of business status.39 In this respect, the industrial context of Leices-
ter and its industrialized hinterlands is probably representative of Mittelstand

fortunes more widely, a situation which obtained until the eclipse of the local
mixed economy (hosiery, boot and shoe, light engineering) in the late 1960s.

The character of the urban gentleman

Primarily, the urban gentlemen considered here inhabited the borough of Le-
icester, but the consideration is also extended to gentlemen in the six tradi-
tional small towns in Leicestershire, two of which were industrializing (Hinckley

34Wright (1880), p. 379; London Gazette Issue 27417, p. 1909.
35Wright (1880), pp. 353, 361.
36’The City of Leicester: Footwear manufacture’, in VCH Leics. IV, pp. 314-326. British

History Online http://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/leics/vol4/pp314-326 [accessed 24 De-
cember 2016]; Wright (1880), pp. 193-4.

37‘The City of Leicester: Elastic Web manufacture’, in VCH Leics. IV, pp. 326-327.
British History Online http://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/leics/vol4/pp326-327 [accessed
28 December 2016]; Wright (1880), pp. 205-6.

38Wright (1880), pp. 330-1, 365, 444, 491; S. Royle, ‘Aspects of nineteenth-century small-
town society: a comparative study from Leicestershire’, Midland History, 5 (1979), 50-62.

39For Wiener’s dismissal of Leicester businessmen, Wiener, p. 131, and for Nottingham
hosiers, p. 138; N. Pye, Leicester and its Region (Leicester, 1972).
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and Loughborough) and the others remaining essentially market towns (Ashby
de la Zouch, Lutterworth, Market Harborough, Melton Mowbray). There was
industrial symmetry between Leicester, Hinckley and Loughborough, where in
each factory-based production of hosiery and boot and shoes expanded during
the late nineteenth century.

First is employed the registration of the value of estates in the ‘National
Probate Calendar’, with the introduction of civil registration of probate in
1858. The analysis is complicated by the changes to the method and content of
valuations between 1858 and 1903. Before 1881, valuations were approximate,
estimates expressed as below a figure (e.g. under £450). After 1881, a precise
valuation was registered. Until 1898, however, the valuation related to personal
estate only; personalty including leases, but excluding real estate. After 1897,
unsettled realty was included in the valuation. It is necessary to emphasize
these differences, which will explain first the division of valuations into cohorts
below and secondly the meaning in citations of individual’s estate.40 The
probate calendar comprehends about 15 percent of all deceased persons in
the entire population, but the level of inclusion for higher valuations must be
considerably higher.

Combined—Leicester and the small towns—these urban places accounted
for 1,193 probate entries for gentlemen. Of the probate valuations, 892 (just
under 4 percent) concern deceased described as gentleman in the borough
of Leicester. The 892 gentlemen comprise just under 12 percent of all the
probate entries (7,515) for the borough. In total, between 1858 and 1903, we
have valuations for 301 gentlemen’s estates collectively in the five towns, which
compose about 9 percent of the total valuations for the small towns.

Commencing with the data prior to April 1881, we have 416 data records,
the minimum and maximum consisting of under £20 and under £60,000. Sev-
eral deceased were estimated to have estate valued at less than £50, but 58
less than £100, and another hundred less than £450 (the next amount is less
than £600). About 14 percent of gentlemen thus possessed estate valued at
less than £100 and another 24 percent less than £450, levels of estate which
were not beyond accrual by the most assiduous unskilled and skilled labourers
respectively. Extending the analysis, well over a half (54 percent) possessed
estate valued at less than £1,000.

The data for post-1881 to 1897 present a similar pattern, allowing for some
upward inflation of the values. We have 303 data records, with a minimum of
£3 and a maximum of £91,627. If we conduct an assessment of the Gini coef-
ficient, as an artifice, on these data, the result is 0.78 (to two decimal places):

40Rubinstein, pp. 18-24.

193



10

a wide divergence in inequality in the cohort of gentlemen. The artifice here
concerns the restriction of the Gini coefficient to the population of ‘gentlemen’,
not the entire population. The mean and median are something of another
artifice, however, at £3,795 and £733, but note the standard deviation of 9096
and interquartile range of 2563 (to the nearest integer). More interestingly,
the fifth percentile occurs at £35. If we consider rank order, 125 (about 41
percent) owned estate valued at less than £499. The estate of 17 percent was
evaluated at below £100. After 1897, when real estate was integrated, we have
161 records of valuations of ‘gentlemen’, with, as might be expected, a higher
mean and median of £6,701 and £2,278, but with a considerable spread again
represented by the standard deviation of 20026 and interquartile range of 4644.
The fifth percentile now occurred at £196. The assumption is made here that
not much real estate would have been settled in the urban context.

What existed then was a wide disparity in the wealth of those with the
status of gentleman in the urban context. Very many conducted a marginal
existence in terms of financial status. Undoubtedly, some (perhaps not many)
received financial support from kinship, but the meagre valuations of their
estate reflect a rather mean quotidian lifestyle and household content. These
data, it must be explained, exclude many industrialists who, as will be ex-
plained below, were described by occupation rather than status at their demise.

An issue, however, might concern the precise imputation of the term ‘gen-
tleman’ in the civil probate registers after 1858. One method of assessing
the authenticity of the term not just as an artificial bureaucratic construc-
tion is to compare the probate entries with other sources. Here, the trades
directories may be a significant help. Whilst there were no doubt ‘national’
ideologies of the constitution of the ‘gentleman’, directories resonated both on
that wide scale through their nationwide production, but also on the local and
personal level through local usage and representation of how people wished to
be perceived in local society. If we take the entries in the probate registers
for ‘gentlemen’ of the borough, at least 109 recurred in Wright’s directory of
Leicester in 1880 in the form of Mr without occupational description. The
results of the exercise are approximate since this directory has no ‘court sec-
tion’. The details have to be extracted from the street directory. It is fairly
conclusive, however, that ‘gentleman’ in the probate register correlated with
Mr and no occupation in the directory, that the terms are equivalent, that Mr
was a courtesy title allowed only for the urban ‘gentleman’, and that the impli-
cation of ‘gentleman’ was existing on independent means without involvement
directly in trade, commerce or industry. The information in the directories is
considered further below.

This wide discrepancy obtained in the six smaller towns, although the num-
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Table 1: Post-1881-1897 Valuations of gentlemen’s estates
Category N Mean (£s) Std Median (£s) IR 5th% (£s)

Leicester 303 3796 9096 733 2563 35
Towns 121 2613 4356 1014 2507 50
Rural 335 3776 10343 686 2222 26

N=number; Std=standard deviation; IR=interquartile range; 5th%=5th percentile

bers are less robust. Before 1881, we have data for 149 gentlemen collectively
in the six locations, with estate extending from under £20 to under £100,000.
More than half (78) of these estates were valued at under £1,000, more than
a third (56) under £450, and a just under a tenth (14) under £100. A not
incomparable number (121) exists for after 1881 and before 1898, with a mean
of £2,613 (standard deviation 4356) and median of £1,014 (interquartile range
2507). The fifth percentile occurred at £50. The maximum amount peaked
at £27,801. In terms of rank order, 14 fell below £100, 42 below £500, and
60 (half) below £1,000 in the cohort of 1882-1897 inclusive. If, as an artifice,
we calculate the Gini coefficient, the result (0.668282) reveals the wide range
of difference in personal estate. After 1898, the number is particularly small
(25) which allows for little meaningful conclusion.

Table 2 illustrates the social origins of some men who, by their demise, had
assumed the title of gentleman. These details are revealed in only a tiny pro-
portion of the entries in the probate calendar, so are no more than illustrative,
but divulge the wider social aspiration for the status of ‘gentleman’ affecting
those particularly in the lower-middle class retail trade. Whereas most who
had finished their working lives were described as ‘retired [occupation]’, this
smaller minority was recognized as ‘gentlemen’ although their earlier status
was meticulously recorded (‘formerly ...’). In 1869, John Smith possessed es-
tate valued at below £200, described as a gentleman of 7, Northgate Street,
Leicester, but he had a former existence as a grocer in Wellington Street.41

In almost all cases, they had re-located from the place of their previous
occupational status, perhaps to conceal that earlier social position. Long-
distance migration in some cases probably concealed origins. George Hill had
been occupied as a coachman in Dunstable, moved to Islington, and resided
at time of his death at 24, London Road, Leicester, a gentleman, although
his estate did not exceed £450. His relocation and change of status did not

41National Probate Register (NPC), 1869 Sabben-Squires, p. 248.
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disrupt his social ties, for his probate was entrusted to a builder/carpenter,
also of 24, London Road.42 More often, the distance moved was shorter,
but sufficient to obfuscate status. Thus the coal merchant of Leicester, John
Millington, transmuted into a gentleman in Frisby on the Wreake, although
his executors consisted of his widow, Sarah, now back in Leicester, his son,
John, who continued the business of coal merchant, and the engine driver,
William Smith, also of Leicester. John’s estate was assessed at under £1,500.43

Coincidentally, the reverse movement was made by William Whiles, formerly
a colliery agent in Rothley, but ultimately gentleman of Leicester, his estate
diminished to just over £75.44 Similarly, he too had not become estranged
from his earlier existence, for his executors comprised a builder and a licensed
victualler. In fact, this continuous association with previous status might
suggest an inability to become established in the new location and status.

A second aspect of this ‘debased’ gentlemanly status was habitation in
working-class locations in Leicester, in the recently-built terraced housing.
Two of the gentlemen inhabited Dorset Street, in the area of new terraced
housing off Belgrave Road.45 Another, with estate valued at £82 5s. 0d., was
domiciled in Willow St.46 One who dwelled in Palmer Street in Belgrave had
but £21 16s. 7d.47 That amount was slightly exceeded (£22 3s. 10d.) by a
gentleman of Charnwood Street, another location of terraced housing.48

Through the oaths for probate, moreover, we obtain a further insight
into the continued kinship and social associations of the marginal gentlemen.
Joseph Kirk, gent., of 12, Great Holme Street, Leicester, died in 1879, his
estate estimated at under £600. Oaths were administered by his sons, Joseph,
of 14 Court Holme Street, a yarn merchant, Edwin, a hosier, and Uriah, of his
father’s abode, a coal merchant. When Joseph the younger died in 1888, the
entry in the probate calendar designated him still as a yarn merchant worth
£966. This Joseph’s executor was his brother, Edwin, now a warehouseman
rather than hosier.49 William Moss retired to Wymeswold as a gentleman; in
1887, his two sons made their oaths, William the younger a builder of Baxter-

42NPC 1859 Hi, p. 18.
43NPC 1872 Mi, p. 195.
44NPC 1891 Weale-Zumaran, p. 98.
45NPC 1880 Gr, p. 394; NPC 1903 Gr, p. 255.
46NPC 1890 Ma, p. 140.
47NPC 1898 Gi, p. 188.
48This social geography of the borough is represented diagrammatically and explained by

R. M. Pritchard, Housing and the Spatial Structure of the City: Residential Mobility and

the Housing Market in an English City Since the Industrial Revolution (Cambridge, 1976),
pp. 79-93 (Leicester did not attain city status until 1919).

49NPC 1879 Ki, p. 326; NPC 1888 Ki, p. 102.

196



13

gate, Loughborough, succeeding in his father’s business, and John a butcher in
High Street, in the town.50 William Johnson made oath for his father’s estate
in 1886; the latter, Tompkin Johnson, had retreated to Countesthorpe as a
gentleman, but his estate amounted to merely £52 15s. 0d. at death. William
at the time was a beerhouse keeper in Goswell Street, Leicester; at his demise
in 1900 he still managed The Earl of Lancaster at 11, Goswell Street, as a beer-
house keeper, but with the considerable estate of £5,198 8s. 6d.51 Even smaller
possessions (under £20) belonged to Andrew Saulsbury, gentleman of Leices-
ter, in 1870, administered by his son, Harry, a coal merchant.52 Conversely,
the father’s fortune from retailing sometimes furnished the son with wealth
sufficient for pretensions to the status of gentleman. Joseph Henry Petch,
gentleman of Melton Mowbray, acted as executor for his father’s, Joseph’s, ac-
cumulated wealth of under £6,000 acquired from his occupation as a grocer in
the town.53 In Richard Gray, gentleman of Leicester, there is the portrait of an
apparently down-at-heel man of status. His widow inhabited 20, Saxe-Coburg
Street, a location favoured by other gentlemen of lesser economic position. She
acted as executrix along with Henry Hughes, of the Pelican Inn, Gallowtree
Gate, licensed victualler, and Thomas Woollerton, of Church Gate, gas fitter.
It remains unclear whether these two men had an interest through debt or were
associates.54 Similarly, William Jarvis, of Clarendon Park in Leicester, was
entitled gentleman in the probate calendar, although his estate amounted only
to £197. The oath was professed by an engine driver and a house decorator.55

Another approach to this spatial distribution in the borough uses the street
directory in the commercial trades directory. In this instance, Wright’s direc-
tory of 1880 has been selected as a mid-point.56 Therein, 269 householders are
qualified as Mr without occupational status, according with the position of gen-
tleman. The title of Mr is honorific, all other males designated simply by their
given name, surname and occupation. A small concentration occurred in the
elite location around Museum Square, DeMontfort Square and Princess Street,
off New Walk, a salubrious area associated with the urban elite and the upper
echelon of the urban bourgeoisie.57 Otherwise, the vast majority of such men
were dispersed across the borough, not least in the developing suburbs. Some

50NPC 1887 Mo, p. 429.
51NPC 1886 Tabb-Wayte, p. 218; NPC 1900 Sabey-Tyzzer, p. 367.
52NPC 1870 Sabine-Szklarska, p. 161.
53NPC 1868 O-P, p. 129.
54NPC 1884 Gr, p. 398.
55NPC 1897 Ja, p. 272.
56Wright (1880), pp. 1-54.
57G. Potts, ‘New Walk in the nineteenth century’, Transactions of the Leicestershire

Archaeological and Historical Society, xliv (1968-9), 72-87.
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took possession of the new villa properties along, for example, Humberstone
Road.58 Here, they were inserted in the lower-middle-class neighbourhood. As
frequently, however, these gentlemen of no occupation were introduced into the
terraced streets mentioned above. A few examples must suffice. In Chestnut
Street, Mr Daniel Kingston occupied a house between a traveller and a ware-
houseman, he the social aberration in the street.59 In adjacent Filbert Street,
Mr Charles Palmer’s domicile had as its nearest neighbours houses occupied by
clerks.60 Between another warehouseman and a sewing machinist resided Mr
Nathaniel Walker in Cobden Street.61 At 4, Buckingham Street, Mr William
Tranter lived between a clerk and a butcher/grocer.62

A consistent feature of these gentlemen in areas of terraced housing is the
minimal possessions at death. This feature is exemplified at the extreme by
Thomas Lill, a gentleman residing at the Dane Hill Tavern in King Richard’s
Road, with but £3 4s. 0d. to his name.63 In the urban context, the hon-
orific title of gentleman represented not landownership (or presumably the
landowning ethos), but independent means, however slender those resources.
Not engaged in work was the essence of the status.64

The same phenomena are revealed in the later directory of 1899. The ‘court
section’ of this directory affords the title of Mr to 305 men who recurred in
the street directory as Mr without occupational status. The concept of urban
‘gentleman’ as Mr thus extended towards the fin de siècle, as Crossick sug-
gested, although not only as a moral category, but as a projection of status.65

The meaning was not just integrity and rectitude, but independent income,
however diminished. The geographical locations of urban gentlemen had been
slightly modified by 1899, with the absorption of suburban Knighton into the
borough of Leicester by boundary extension. Even so, there was a dispersal of
gentlemen across the borough. A fair proportion had settled in the new villas
primarily occupied by the lower-middle class, as along Humberstone Road.66

Others persisted in terraced streets predominantly occupied by working men.

58Wright (1880), p. 42.
59Wright (1880), p. 18.
60Wright (1880), p. 28.
61Wright (1880), p. 20.
62Wright (1880), p. 13.
63NPC 1897 Li, p. 117.
64For the general issue of residential segregation in the Victorian city, R. Dennis, English

Industrial Cities of the Nineteenth Century: A Social Geography (Cambridge, 1984), pp.
200-21.

65G. Crossick, ‘From gentleman to the residuum: languages of social description in Vic-
torian Britain’, in Language, History and Class, ed. P. Corfield (Oxford, 1991), pp. 150-78,
at pp. 162-3.

66Wright (1899), p. 58.
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Walnut Street was an example.67 Here five gentlemen lived alongside not only
numerous small retailers, but three foremen, six warehousemen, a plasterer, a
nurse, a prison worker, a clerk, and amongst the retailers, a tripe dresser. Four
gentlemen resided in Filbert Street, which contained a similar social compo-
sition, and now the Fosse Football Ground.68 At number 76, Noble Street,
Mr William Hicklin was surrounded by clerks, workmen, and small retailers,
but his estate in 1902 was valued at (to the nearest pound) £2,777, so some
gentlemen decided to remain despite more wealth.69 The neighbour of Mrs
Charlotte Sutton, beer retailer, confectioner and shopkeeper, was Mr James
Tanser, who died in 1901, described in the probate calendar as gentleman,
with an estate of £1,848.

Working through the street directory, we can obtain a sense of who had
gentlemen as (immediate, not removed) neighbours in the urban area. If we in-
clude dressmakers, just over a hundred small retailers had gentlemanly (imme-
diately) next-door neighbours. A similar number of ‘professional’ households
had a neighbour of gentlemanly status, but a large number of the ‘professionals’
were commercial travellers and factors. About thirty clerks had a gentleman
on one side. Finally about two score working men (mostly warehousemen)
had a gentleman on one side. The directory of 1880 does not contain a street
directory for Hinckley, Lutterworth or Market Harborough.70 The street di-
rectories for Ashby de la Zouch, Loughborough and Melton Mowbray divulge
respectively 15, 30, and 17 male householders attributed the title Mr and no
specified occupation.71 (Cross-references have been made for the small towns
between the directory and the National Probate Calendar to confirm the au-
thenticity of the men in the directory as gentlemen at decease). In these small
towns, many of these men had migrated to new suburbs in villa properties,
locations redolent of a salubrious legacy of aristocratic parks in Loughborough
(Park Lane) and open countryside (Forest Road), as also in the park of Melton
Mowbray.72 Even in these areas, however, other urban commercial bourgeois
intermingled. The gentlemen were not divorced from urban society.

67Wright (1899), p.
68Wright (1899), p. 39.
69Wright (1899), p. 84.
70Wright (1880), pp. 353ff, 409ff, 416ff.
71Wright (1880), pp. 329ff, 383ff, 430ff.
72Wright (1880), pp. 383-4, 386.
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Leicester Coachman <450 1859 Hi, p. 18

Great Bowden Grocer <1500 1862 Hu, p. 352

Frisby on the Wreake Draper <3000 1863 Ha, p. 75

Knighton Grocer <1500 1865 Gl, p. 94

Leicester Grocer <200 1869 Sabben-Squires, p. 248
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Leicester Wharfinger <100 1875 Gr, p. 401

Barkby Undertaker <600 1877 Uberherm-Zillwood, p. 269

Leicester Common brewer <450 1878 Le, p. 436

Leicester Accountant <6000 1878 Hi, p. 284

Leicester Ribbon mfr <100 1879 O-Q, p. 190

Belgrave Grazier <2000 1879 Hi, p. 324

Syston Grazier 260 1884 Smaggasmale-Tytherleigh, p. 500

Loughborough Farmer 1360 1890 Weale-Zwinger, p. 24

Blaby Gasworks foreman 183 1891 Shacklady-Szilagyi, pp. 267-8
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Gentlemen in rural contexts

Preliminary advisory comments are a necessary prelude to this discussion of
gentlemen in rural locations. The analysis pertains only to those in the probate
calendar defined as gentleman; it omits esquires and the owners of the largest
landed estates. The sole criterion is the designation ‘gentleman’. The second
caveat relates to the character of the rural locations. Firstly, as noted above,
some were later absorbed into the borough by boundary extension and before
that administrative change were effectively suburban, of more and less affluence
(on this latter point, one might compare Knighton with Belgrave). Before
boundary extensions, these places are considered in the rural category. Some
‘rural’ villages were, moreover, industrializing, particularly with the presence
of textile and extractive industry. No differentiation is attempted here. All
are comprehended within the category of ‘rural’.

Between 1858 and 1881, probate was entered in the calendars for 476 gen-
tlemen in rural Leicestershire. Over half (242) had estate estimated at less
than £1,000, 175 of whom had possessions valued at under £450. Under £300
was the valuation for 139, under £200 for 114, under £100 for 74, and under
£50 for a dozen. The maximum amount of under £70,000 was an aberration.

Table 1 presents the data for post-1881 in comparison with estate of gentle-
men in borough and town. Whilst the mean of estate between 1881 and 1897
(£3,776) is higher than in the small towns, it is exceeded by that in the bor-
ough. The median (£686) is considerably lower and the fifth percentile occurs
at a much lower level (£26) than either urban set. The Gini coefficient for the
distribution of the wealth of rural gentleman is 0.796261, reflecting the wide
discrepancies in wealth when the maximum estate was assessed at £109,767;
for 31 estates did not exceed £50, another 26 fell below £100, and another 92
below £500, so that about 44 percent of the estates were assessed at less than
£500. The problem after 1897 is that it is impossible to detect the inclusion
of unsettled real estate.

Business wealth

The second issue concerns directly industrial wealth. The question here is
whether businessmen withdrew capital from their enterprise and to what ex-
tent. A considerable proportion of businesses consisted of partnerships. The
extent of these partnerships in any industrial locality can be gauged in records
of dissolution in The London Gazette. What needs to be established is what
amount of capital was extracted by the retiring partner. In the case of family

201



18

partnerships, it is possible that the retiring partner left capital in the business
and only withdrew what was necessary for an expected lifestyle. Such an issue
must be left to another place.

Of more direct interest here is the status of entrepreneurs in the category
of the Mittelstand, who were characteristic of the business enterprise in the
hosiery and boot and shoe industries in Leicester, Hinckley and Loughbor-
ough. Although the greatest industrialists and their managers might have
resorted to the purchase of land, assimilating the culture of landownership,
by far the majority of businessman belonged to the intermediately wealthy
rather than the ‘very wealthy’ in comparative terms. Associated with that
question of capital diversion is the issue of the size of the business. Hitherto,
concentration has been on the ‘very wealthiest’. The late-Victorian equivalent
of the SME or Mittelstand has been somewhat neglected, but the majority of
the hosiery and boot and shoe manufacturers in the East Midlands pertained
to that category, affluent, but not the ‘very wealthiest’. The NPC material re-
veals that these manufacturers retained as their denomination their industrial
occupation at death/probate rather than the status of gentlemen. It equally
demonstrates that they did not aspire to country estates and pursuits, but con-
gregated in the new (highly selective and salubrious) suburban developments,
particularly Knighton. Whilst cadet siblings accepted the style of ‘gentleman’
and existed on more slender means in the urban location, the eldest continued
the enterprise and retained the style of industrialist/manufacturer.

Inevitably, some industrialists did succumb to the lure of the landed estate.
Most significantly, Edward Warner acquired Quorn Hall, redolent of landed
culture since the previous owner, Meynell, had directed the Quorn Hunt. Other
members of the family, however, retained their Loughborough base near their
hosiery concern. Aylestone Hall was the residence of another retired hosier,
although his two kinship executors had maintained the business as hosiers.73

The hosiery manufacturer, John Dore, retired to the estate at Ratcliffe (on the
Wreake) Hall, designated esquire at the registration of his will.74 Similarly,
John Raworth, another textile entrepreneur, of Leicester, established himself
at Knighton Hall, now the residence of the Vice-Chancellor of the University of
Leicester. At his death in 1879, Raworth’s estate was valued at under £25,000.

Opportunities for the acquisition of landed estates were, of course, limited.
When those prospects arose, there was competition from wealthy industrialists
in the North. Alton Grange near Ashby de la Zouch was purchased by Thomas
Livesey, a gentleman with estate considered at under £25,000 in 1878. Livesey,

73NPC 1901 Saban-Tyler (Stretton), p. 223 (valuation £19, 487).
74NPC 1874 Ha, p. 111; NPC 1878 Ha, p. 120; NPC Ha, p. 134.
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the calendar informs, was previously of Chamber Hall, Oldham, then Prestwich
Park, and only ultimately of Alton Grange. His sons, executors, continued the
business of colliery owners.75 Including an esquire rather than a gentleman,
Thomas Hardcastle, whose estate was valued at almost £293,000 in 1902, not
only had property in Blaston, but also at Bradshaw Hall in Lancashire.76

Of more modest means (just under £14,000), the silk manufacturer, William
Helmsley, maintained his production site in adjacent Derbyshire at Hendrick
Mills in Melbourne, but was domiciled at the Manor House in Ashby de la
Zouch.77

Returning to Warner, when Henry Warner expired in 1869, his consider-
able wealth amounted to under £250,000. The probate entry described him
as hosier, of Loughborough, but probate was issued to his brother, Edward,
of Quorn Hall, above, gent.78 Epitomising the category of industrialists was
Archibald Turner, elastic web manufacturer, of Leicester, whose prospective
estate in 1877 amounted to under £80,000. He remained domiciled in the bor-
ough and his probate was admitted on the oath of a cashier, a warehouseman
cum commercial traveller, and an assistant manager.79 Less wealthy industri-
alists usually erected some grand house in the new polite suburbs of the urban
place. Thus a Loughborough hosier with estate of £7,578 on his death had
constructed the house The Widenings, whilst his brother and partner lived
in Fairfield in the southern extension of the town.80 Another manufacturer,
Edward White, whose probate estate was valued at £17,489 15s. 10d., ac-
quired The Grove out along the Ashby Road.81 These were large houses, but
suburban, and not estates.

Considering then estates of over £20,000 as guidance, most industrialists
with this level of assessed wealth at their demise, remained in the urban place
where their business was located (Table 3). Considering the staple industries,
three of 22 hosiers relocated to the suburb of Knighton before it was absorbed
into Leicester, whilst the majority remained in Leicester. All four elastic web
manufacturers remained in the borough. Eight of the dozen boot and shoe
manufacturers kept residence in the borough, but one each moved to Knighton
and Bushby.

75NPC 1878 Li, p. 563.
76NPC 1902 Ha, p. 42.
77NPC 1899 He, p. 109.
78NPC 1870 Udale-Weymouth, p. 146.
79NPC 1877 Smailes-Tyzack, p. 537.
80NPC 1891 Weale-Zumaran, p. 116.
81NPC 1887 Weaire-Zulueta, p. 91;
http://www.charnwood.gov.uk/listed_buildings/the_grove_ashby_road_loughborough

[accessed 25 Dec. 2016]
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Table 3: Domiciles of industrialists with £20k wealth at death, 1858-1903

Place Range of wealth (£s) N

Hosiery

Aylestone 26701 1
Hinckley >25000-<50000 2
Knighton <25000-29238 3
Leicester <20000-68357 9
Loughborough <25000-<250000 6
Narborough 25890 1
Elastic web

Leicester 34871-<80000 3
Quorn (and Leicester) 31734 1
Boot and shoe

Bushby 22093 1
Kirby Muxloe (and Leicester) 46696 1
Knighton 39875 1
Leicester 24486-108948 8
Narborough 27772 1

When fortunes accrued from industrial enterprise did confer the status of
gentleman, it was quite often a younger son or, indeed, the youngest son,
who assumed that status, no doubt with an annuity, whilst the elder or eldest
son(s) continued the business and retained as their descriptor their occupation.
An illustration is the Sargeants, hosiers of Leicester. The probate entry for
Thomas, hosier, in 1858, divulges that his eldest son, Francis, had migrated to
Coventry to pursue the trade of ribbon manufacturer, the second son, James,
remained as a hosier in Leicester, but the third son, Thomas, had moved to
Knighton, the salubrious suburb, as a gentleman.82

All these trends can be illustrated by a biographical narrative, fleshing out
the statistical bones above. When the probate of Henry Voss was registered in
1900, his estate of £5,875 was entrusted to his widow, Mary Ann, George Voss,
Post Office telegraphist, and Frederick Bowles, builder.83 He was described in
the probate register as ‘gentleman’. In the directory for 1899, he was living
at 97, Aylestone Road, Victoria Villas, with the title Mr and no occupation.84

82NPC 1858 Sabourin-Smerdon, p. 21; NPC 1862 Sabine-Sutherland, p. 26; NPC 1864
Saberton Squirrell, p. 31; NPC 1868 Sabee-Squirrell, p. 29.

83NPC 1900 Udale-Zunz, p. 25.
84Wright (1899), p. 6.
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So far, then, we have the association of ‘gentleman’ in the probate calendar
with the title Mr and no occupation. The 1891 census enumerator’s return
divulges more about his status. At this time, he inhabited 51 Aylestone Road,
aged 54, ‘Living on his Means’.85 Confirmation is acquired that his status
involved economic independence. The details of the census allow us, of course,
to move backwards through Henry’s life, particularly to identify him at ear-
lier stages through his birth in Welford, Northamptonshire, his age (64), and
his wife (Mary Ann, born in Husbands Bosworth). In 1891, the couple lived
alone. In the 1881 census, however, we discover that George was their son, a
telegraphist clerk, aged 23, born in Market Harborough, and that they had a
daughter in their household, Fanny, aged also 23, a music governess, but born
in Lutterworth. Here, then is information about the previous mobility of the
family through south Leicestershire market towns before arriving in Leicester.
Additionally, we learn that although Henry had later (1891-1900) assumed the
titles of Mr and gentleman, his son and daughter did not yet have indepen-
dent means, but engaged in careers, if occupations more associated with a
gentler status, clerical and governess. The family was then domiciled at 17,
Lutterworth Road, not yet transferring to the villa on Aylestone Road. As
interestingly, we discover that in 1881 Henry had not attained the status of
gentleman of independent means, but depended on his occupation of publi-
can.86 Although aspiring to higher status, Henry had not attained it, but he
ensured no doubt that his children had prospects consonant with a more gentle
status. Now, we find from Wright’s directory that his final engagement was
managing the New Cattle Market Hotel on Aylestone Road.87 Just a few years
previously, he supervised The Woodman’s Arms on Rutland Street.88 There
indeed was his family, at 18, Rutland Street, in the 1871 census, he the licensed
victualler.89 In 1861, however, he had not yet migrated to Leicester, acting as
an innkeeper in Market Harborough, aged 32, his children not yet arrived.90

With all these confirmatory details, we can finally discover him as a child aged
about 10, in Welford, his father, John, a cordwainer.91 Obviously, more bi-
ographical information could be elicited, but these bare bones establish the
life-course of a man of relatively humble original background who ultimately
arrived at the echelon of the urban gentleman, by some reputation at least.

85The National Archives of the U.K. (TNA), RG12/2536, f. 119.
86TNA, RG11/3174, f. 19.
87Wright (1880), p. 5.
88Wright’s Commercial and General Directory and Red Book of Leicester and Six Miles

Around (Leicester, 1878), p. 82.
89TNA, RG10/3271, f. 4.
90TNA, RG9/2285, f. 99.
91TNA, HO107/800/20, f. 17.
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His migratory path probably assisted in disguising his origins and intermediate
condition. He gradually ascended a career path from innkeeper in a market
town, to licensed victualler in an industrializing borough and urban centre, to
hotel manager: hotel manager in a newly-constructed edifice since the cattle
market had only been transferred from the centre of the borough (Horsefair
Street) to the developing suburb along Aylestone Road when the new town
hall was erected in Horsefair Street in 1872-4. Even before attaining the posi-
tion of urban gentleman, Henry was aspirational for the careers of his children.
Whether he was generally accepted in ‘polite’ urban society remains a moot
point, but he projected this status through the directories, which must have
influenced local popular perceptions, and his ‘pretended’ status was reported
in the Probate Calendar. Probably only a small proportion of urban gentle-
men followed this pathway, but it is illustrative of the potential for becoming
so recognized.

Above has been mentioned the contrary suggestion by Mandler that criti-
cism of the landed aristocracy obtained in the late nineteenth century. That
dissatisfaction was expressed in the writings of Samuel Smiles. Self Help,
although it exonerated landed proprietors who were active and industrious,
reflected the author’s distrust of the landowning class which dominated gov-
ernment, thus his abandonment of the ‘state’ as a generator of social im-
provement.92 On the final analysis, individuals had to be self-reliant. What
mattered was self-respect, self-help, application, industry and integrity (Chap-
ter XIII Character—The True Gentleman); self-culture (chapter X), industry
and perseverance. His dissection of the character of the gentleman in Chapter
XIII focuses on the industrial Grant brothers, Lancashire textile industrial-
ists. The attributes of the gentleman are moral worth and personal qualities,
not personal possessions. ‘Riches and rank have no necessary connection with
genuine gentlemanly qualities.’ Gentlemen rise through their industriousness
(Chapter VIII Business Qualities) and demonstrate their character. It has
been suggested that there was a lineage from Self-Help to On Liberty and
Gladstone’s Liberal ascendancy.93 Such a philosophy appealed to the indus-
trialist and the industrious. Entrepreneurs, of whatever scale, who had risen
through their own energy could reflect on their success as the result of the
character of the gentleman.

The connection between capitalism and gentlemen is thus complicated.
We therefore suspect a more granular element in the character of ‘gentle-
man’ in the provincial, urban, capitalist context. One category consisted of

92R. J. Morris, ‘Samuel Smiles and the genesis of Self-Help: the retreat to a petty bourgeois
Utopia’, The Historical Journal, 24 (1981), 89-109; Smiles, Self Help (Leeds, 1859).

93Morris, 109.
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‘poor’ urban gentlemen with slender resources, some from lower-middle-class
local backgrounds, upwardly-mobile in pretended status, if not means, per-
haps ‘faux’ gentle folk. Even amongst the rurally domiciled gentle folk, penury
existed. Many ordinary people would have known of the existence of impov-
erished gentle folk, both urban and rural. Tales of gentle indigence reflected
on a real social state. ‘At the thought of all those women working year af-
ter year and finding it hard to get two thousand pounds together...’, opined
Virginia Woolf in 1928.94 Such an amount eluded the predominant number
of gentlemen of England. The perception of the English gentleman was thus,
like many aspects, ambiguous and fractured. On the one hand, some upper-
middle-class entrepreneurs subscribed to a superior cultural form associated
with the land and rurality, particularly the great landowners. Industrialists
in Leicester in particular might have emulated the landowning aristocracy as
far as within their capability, by migrating to very large suburban houses. On
the other, there was as much intellectual dissatisfaction with the concentra-
tion of landowning. The position of the impoverished landowner, especially
amongst the gentry, was perceptible. Even lower down the gentlemanly scale,
the down-at-heel urban and rural gentleman was visible to many of the popu-
lation. Perhaps most of the industrialists in the Mittelstand category resisted
the temptation to retire from industry to a large estate. They might have
conceived of themselves as gentle folk in contexts and have been so accepted.
On the other hand, they did not demur from their position as industrialists
in their listings in directories and their families did not object post mortem.
Certainly, many of them escaped to the developing salubrious suburbs to large
houses, but such an action hardly constitutes accepting a dominant ideology
of landed society and rurality, not the least for the reason that their locations
were absorbed into boroughs by boundary extension—a temporary flight.

94V. Woolf, A Room of One’s Own (London, 1945 edn), p. 24.
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