
'The Great Carnival of the Year': 
the Leicester Races in the 19th Century 
by Jeremy Crump 

The earliest reference to horse-racing in Leicester occurs in the Chamberlain's account 
book for 1603, recording a donation by the Corporation to the prize money. 1 Until 1742, 
races were held for two days each year on the Abbey Meadows, at times under very wet 
conditions. From that date they took place on St. Mary's Fields, part of the Common Land 
surrounding much of the town. 2 William Gardiner records that the course was from the 
Infirmary to Knighton Windmill, to Aylestone tollgate, past the Raw Dikes and on to the 
South Field meadows. 3 Enclosure of the commons in 1804 led to the establishment of a 
race course on part of the Southfields adjoining the London Road, the present Victoria 
Park, known for most of the 19th century as 'the Race Course'. Until the 1830s, the sport 
offered was very limited. Before the move to the new course in 1806, the programme 
consisted of a plate of £50 on each of the two days, run in heats by at most six horses but 
more commonly by two or three, with occasional matches between two horses, and less 
frequently, sweepstake races. 4 As was usual at the time, races were long (at least two miles) 
and only rarely provided exciting finishes. 5 That was perhaps no bad thing for public order. 
The antiquarian, Throsby, noted of the Gentleman's Plate in 1783 that 

'the contest was so severe that violent quarrels and hard blows ensued by the 
spectators respecting the steward's decision. The heats were so violently contested, 
and so near run, that few agreed, who were near the winning post, which was the 
winning horse in each heat. The poor · animals could hardly move from the race 
ground after the race.' 6 

After 1806, the number of races increased as new prizes were offered, such as the Gold Cup, 
worth 100 guineas in 1807, and the Belvoir Stakes in 1806. The names of many of the new 
races indicate the strong link between the races, county society and the growing interest 
in fox hunting, for example the Tallio Stakes (1809), Quorndon Stakes (1811), Yeomanry 
Cup (1819) and Bradgate Stakes (1827). George Osbalderston gave £50 as a prize for a race 
each year from 1818 until 1826, and the Belvoir and Quorndon Stakes were limited to 
hunters only, the latter to those owned by farmers and their sons which had regularly 
hunted with the Quorn in the previous season. Thus by 1830, the number of races had 
increased to seven. 7 

Nevertheless, the social role of the meeting was firmly established before this growth of 
its sporting content. Temple Patterson notes that by the 1800s it was 'the social and 
recreational zenith of the year', marked with fireworks, illuminations, singers, bands, 
dancing at the local Vauxhall, cock fighting at the Saracen's Head, balls, and a collection 
for the benefit of the Infirmary. 8 The Assembly Rooms were the focus of much of the 
gentry's activity after they were opened in 1800, including theatrical performances, and 
Race Week marked the opening of the dramatic season. As was observed later, when this 
aspect of the Races was in decline, they provided the major opportunity for social meeting 
of the rural and urban hierarchies, and for the former to assert themselves as patrons of 
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the town's charities, notably the Infirmary. Ritualistic display by the upper class was 
otherwise rare in a town which lacked any resident gentry in the 19th century, and as the 
Conservative Leicester Journal remarked, 'the Racecourse is the only ground whereon the 
aristocracy and the democracy ever gain a sight of each other'. 9 The accolades given to 
aristocrats by the crowd suggest that they appreciated such patronage of the free meetings. 

At the peak of the social hierarchy ofj,eicestershire were the Dukes of Rutland, Lords 
Lieutenant of the county, among the richest men in Britain. They were great enthusiasts 
for racing. First mentioned in connection with the Leicester races in 1690 when the Duke 
presented a plate, known as the Gentlemen's Plate, the family continued their patronage 
by sponsoring the Belvoir Stakes, and by entering several horses each year, with frequent 
success. The fifth Duke of (1787-1857) was particularly interested in racing, winning the 
Derby in 1828 and the Oaks in 1811 and 1814, 10 The sixth Duke kept up the connection, 
and it was he who presented the petition against the closure of the Races in 1883 to the 
Jockey Club. 11 

Despite such support, by the late 1840s, it was widely felt that the meeting was doing 
badly. In 1847, it was reported that 'Of late years, the Races appear to have been on the 
wane ... ' 12 In that year, the county was in full attendance, but the racing was poor. Fewer 
horses were being entered, and they were not amongst the best. If the racing itself 
continued to decline, it was feared that the company would go elsewhere, 

'and without company, even at the race season, our town will present that deadly
lively appearance which is its generally dull, uninteresting characteristic. ' 13 

In 1850, the meeting was 'a mere apology' for racing, 'one of the dullest we ever 
remember' . 14 The Leicester Journal identified the problem as a shortage of prize money to 
attract good horses, and blamed the lack of enthusiasm among the wealthier townspeople 
comparable to that of the country gentry. What was needed, it said, was a Town Committee 
to liaise with the county, raise money and promote improvements to the course both for 
racing and a park or even a hippodrome. 15 

In some ways, the problems faced by the Races were similar to those of the Theatre at 
this time, but without the possibility of turning to a working class public for support, since 
there was no gate money at race meetings until the 1870s. The revival of the meeting which 
took place after 1852, was not due to a town committee, but to the work of an energetic 
new Clerk of the Course, a Mr Marshall of Northampton (Clerk 1852-74) and the support 
given him by the Race Committee. 
· The Race Course, as part of the old common fields, belonged to the Borough of Leicester 

and was administered by the Council's Estate committee. Suggestions that the Council 
should itself take charge of the races were rejected on the grounds that it would involve 
the council in needless risk when the existing arrangements were satisfactory. 16 So the 
council continued to let out the course every year for a week to the Racing Committee, a 
non-profit making body which existed solely to promote the races. Its members had no 
prospect of financial gain, and were expected to guarantee loans needed for projects such 
as the building of the new stand in 1866. 1 7 Unfortunately, no minutes or other records of 
this committee survive, so its membership and constitution remain unclear. Its most 
important functions were to ensure the continuity of the meeting by appointing officials, 
especially the Clerk of the Course, maintaining the stand, fencing and ring, raising prize 
money, letting out the booths each year, and defending the races politically, most often 
through controversy in the press and in negotiation with the council. An impression of the 
range of their activities may be gained from Appendix I. The rewards were the pleasures 
of the Races themselves and the status derived from association with a popular local holiday 
which was also patronised by local landed society. 
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Among those who are mentioned as members of the Race Committee were Joseph 
Underwood, chairman in 1859, who was a hosiery manufacturer, a Liberal Councillor and 
Mayor in 1856 and 1857, Thomas Millican, a leading Tory Councillor, Captain Pickering, 
J. Coleman, T. Sheppard and the last chairman, William Gleadow, who held that position 
for eight years, having previously served as an ordinary member. Gleadow recalled in 1878 
that when he first joined the committee, presumably in the late 1840s or early 1850s, 

'I took great interest in getting gentlemen on the committee to try and waken them 
up; but as the races were then at about their lowest ebb ... ! found nobody with pluck 
enough to take the onus or discredit of failure ... ' 18 

It seems probable from this passage that the Race Committee, like the Jockey Club itself, 
was a self-perpetuating body. The tone of its pronouncements and the few people about 
whom something is known suggest a broadly similar social profile to that of another body 
of prosperous townsmen, the Theatre Directors, although Underwood's presence and the 
Council's lack of hostility may suggest closer links with the Liberal bourgeoisie than the 
theatre enjoyed. 

The committee was particularly active in increasing prize-money in the later 1870s at a 
time when competition among courses was intense and the first enclosed courses with gate
money were raising the general level of prizes. The Leicester Journal reported that 

'Owing to a vigorous canvass on the part of the committee ... and the fact that the 
Queen's Plate was set down for running at Leicester this year, the added money ... was 
in excess of any previous year.' 19 

Indeed, the prizes in 1879 seem to have been the highest ever reached, with a total of £2,110 
in subscriptions and donations added to the entry money. Only seven years before, it had 
been £810. 20 The latter level had almost been reached during the 1850s when Marshall was 
Clerk. 

Marshall's role in restoring the fortunes of the meeting was a major one. A Northampton 
man, his efforts succeeded in making the Leicester Races more than a purely local event. 
His contacts in the racing world meant that he was well placed to do this. The Journal 
commented that 'his popularity among trainers and owners is a guarantee for ensuring 
strong entries for the plates ... ' and he was reported to have visited Doncaster in order to 
invite more entries for the 1854 meeting. 21 

By 1859, the Leicester Journal was claiming that Leicester Races 'now take up a position 
scarcely second to any in the Midland Counties ... ' 22 But while the crowds were good, 
questions were asked in the sporting press about the safety of the course, and the 
grandstand was universally criticised. 23 In 1861, 'a wretched day's sport', 24 with few 
runners, made the need for improvement more apparent, although the immediate response 
was renewed efforts to increase the prize money. In 1863, the Licensed Victuallers' Plate 
was run for the first time, an event which survived until 1883 and which reflected, if 
belatedly, the great interest the drink trade had in the continued success of the races. Three 
years later, a new grandstand was built. Yet despite these improvements, the meeting 
remained a small one in the 1860s, as the level of prize money suggests, and several aspects 
were still relatively informal. The course was not railed in until 1877, 25 and criticism of 
its small size and tight bends continued to be heard. The attraction of the Leicester Races 
was as much in their role as a focus for a town holiday and a regional fair as in the standard 
of racing - but this did not mean that they lacked a following from outside the town and 
its immediate environs. 

In 1863 the Leicester Journal, ever anxious to promote harmonious relations between the 
classes, observed that 

'It is said that Epsom is a meeting for the masses, and Goodwood for the gentry; 
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Leicester may enjoy the reputation of being a gathering for both classes. It is well 
known that we have many aristocratic patrons of this description of sport amongst us, 
- that we furnish in fact some of the best racing and sporting characters in England. 
The fame of the Marquis of Hastings, one of the stewards of the Leicester Races, and 
of Lord Stamford, is universal.' 26 

While some sections of the middle and working classes deliberately avoided the races, the 
statement is supported by available evidence. There was significant aristocratic support for 
the Races throughout the period, and there is no sign of a withdrawal of county society 
comparable to that which afflicted the Theatre Royal in the 1850s and 1860s. On the other 
hand, the Races lost their central place in the social calendar and their gentry-dominated 
tone as the growth of Leicester after mid-century and the influx of excursionists increased 
the proportion of working-class race-goers and made old forms of social display irrelevant. 
Several of the elements of the old meeting disappeared at this time. The Duke of Rutland's 
band, which first played at the races in 1814, made its last appearance in 1849, 27 although 
other bands took its place. The Ordinary, a dinner on the Wednesday of Race Week, was 
still a major event in 1850, when the Duke of Rutland presided over a party of 50 ladies 
and gentlemen at the Three Crowns Hotel, but there is no mention of it in the press after 
1857. 28 The social decline of the theatre was marked by the end of fashionable nights 
during Race Week. 

The greater importance of social display than sport led to a certain fickleness on the part 
of wealthy racegoers. The absence of the Lord Lieutenant could have a serious effect on 
the attendance in the grandstand, as in 1850 when 

'The county gentlemen and ladies seem entirely to have foresaken our race-course ... 
Indeed, we never saw the Grand Stand display such a paucity of rank, beauty and 
fashion ... ' 29 

Similarly, in 1852 the Duke was absent in order to attend the funeral of a nephew, and there 
were few gentry present. There was no falling off in the attendance of the middle and 
working classes though, a sign of the event's increasing independence from county society. 
By 1860, a far greater selection of the ennobled attended the Races, representing the 
national racing elite rather than just local landowners. The 1874 Races were watched not 
only by the Duke of Rutland, Lord John Manners and Earl Howe, but also by the Duke 
of Hamilton, the Earl of Wilton, Lord Ayreford, Lord Lonsdale and Lord Dupplin. 30 The 
local tone was not wholly lost though. In 1875 the stand was said to be full with 'the beauty 
and fashion of the district'. 31 

Income from the stand was an important source of revenue, derived wholly from the well
to-do. By 1879 this was the biggest single credit item in the Race committee's accounts, 
realising £947.11.0. Previous to the building of the new stand in 1866, the amounts had 
been much smaller, £63.11.6. in 1855, rising to £126.10.0. in 1860. The old stand was not 
well regarded. The Leicester Journal called it 'the ugliest antiquity in Leicester' in 1866, 
when it was replaced at a cost of £1,500 - still a very small sum compared with the £19,000 
spent on the stand at the new racecourse in 1883. 32 The improvement was welcomed 
outside the town as well. Bell's Life observed that until 1865 

'No-one has had courage enough to attack, alter, or remodel the present dog-hole of 
a stand. On the contrary, cash has been spent annually on temporary erections in the 
ring ... At last however, the municipal authorities have taken the matter in hand, and 
a new stand is to be commenced forthwith .. .' 33 

The best description of the interior of the new stand is given by F.B. Meyer, recalling his 
one and only visit to the Races on their last day in 1883 (see below, p62) . He remembered 
that: 
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'Climbing the staircase, I found myself at the end of a long corridor that ran from 
end to end of the building; on the left were a number of doors entering into spacious 
rooms, which in turn opened on the galleries and verandahs, from which views were 
to be obtained of the course. These were thronged with showily-dressed people -
women in the gayest of costumes, the men in tight dust coats.' 34 

The stands, old and new, provided not only a vantage point, but also refreshments. In the 
old stand, the concession for sales had been auctioned among local licensed victuallers. 
R. Cain paid £40 for it in 1850. 35 There were also smaller, temporary stands, some set up 
on top of licensed victuallers' booths so that customers could drink and speculate at the 
same time. In 1855 a stand collapsed at the lower end of the flat, injuring three people, 
including an employee from a Leicester solicitor's office and a Loughborough woman, 
though neither seriously. 36 There were no major accidents in either the new or old 
grandstands, a safety record of which the Race Committee proudly boasted in 1885. 

As well as eating, drinking and watching horses and people, the wealthiest members of 
the crowd were at times also interested in the proceedings as owners, although there is more 
evidence of this before 1850. Wealthy landowners entered horses for the plate and 
sweepstake races and occasionally staged matches. The last of these was in 1863 when the 
Marquis of Hastings ran a horse against one owned and ridden by F. W ombwell for 100 
sovereigns. The Marquis won, and was shown the crowd's customary enthusiasm for 
sporting aristocrats when 'Three cheers were raised for the Marquis of Hastings as soon 
as the result was made known, which his lordship, who was on the stand near the judges' 
box, acknowledged' . 37 There are no further reports of similar ovations after the 1860s, 
although an aristocratic presence was maintained, suggesting further that the character of 
the Races was changing from one of celebration of the county's hierarchical social structure 
to a large popular entertainment at which the wealthy were little more than interested 
spectators. 

During the period up to 1883, the Race Week was Leicester's main annual holiday, 
although not its only one. Observers commented on the 'yearly break in the monotony of 
daily life', 'the great annual holiday' and 'the great carnival of the year'. 38 Workers saved 
in order to enjoy the pleasures of the two-day meeting. (The days were always Thursday 
and Friday). The Leicester Chronicle and Mercury reported how 'the principles of self denial 
and economy are practised by those whose means are limited, in order that they may have 
a thorough 'spree' at the races ... '. 39 

Factory operatives worked overtime in the weeks beforehand in order to be able to take 
the two days off. 40 Descriptions of the large crowds moving down London Road and the 
New Walk from about midday onwards comment on their holiday dress and an air of 
general enjoyment going quite beyond an interest in the sport alone. 41 The press 
emphasised that it was a family occasion, and such information as can be obtained from 
police court proceedings confirms the presence of many women, often appearing as the 
victims of theft, and children. By the 1870s though it is likely that increasing numbers of 
parents preferred their children to be away on Sunday School outings . As a mixed audience, 
the Race crowd had more in common with those to be found at the theatre or music halls 
or at the fairs than those for other spectator sports or in pubs. 

The numbers attending were very large, and grew throughout the period, due to rising 
working-class incomes, the growing population of the town and the development of Railway 
excursions. There is no way of checking estimates of the crowds, which were not based on 
any admission system; there were at least no disputes over them in the press. 
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TABLE I 
Race attendance Leicester population 

at nearest census 
1854 20,000 60,642 
1863 (12,000) (Thursday only) 68,056 
1870 40,000 95,220 
1883 50,000 122,376 
(Sources: Leicester Journal, 22 September 1854, 11 September 1863, 21 October 1870, 
28 September 1883.) 

The figures in Table I suggest that the most rapid growth of the crowd was in the 1860s, 
coinciding with the growth of excursions to the races. The first recorded excursion was in 
1856, from Nottingham and Derby. 42 By 1860, trains from Yorkshire were bringing people 
to Leicester for a whole week's holiday, and the streets were said to be densely packed by 
the Tuesday of Race Week. 4 3 In 1871, excursions arrived from Birmingham, Leeds, 
Sheffield, Wolverhampton, Coventry, Nottingham, Derby, Burton-on-Trent, Bedford, 
Northampton, Market Harborough, Stamford, Peterborough and London, on the LNWR 
and Midland Railway. 44 In the 1870s, the Leicester races were attracting crowds from most 
of the Midlands, South Yorkshire and London, as well as vehicles from the Leicestershire 
villages which 'poured their vast numbers into the town' . 45 In such a context, the old 
demands of a local aristocracy for the exercise of patronage were no longer relevant. 

The figures also suggest that most Leicester people did not go to the races, and that the 
proportion staying away grew in the 1870s. As early as 1867, it was noted that many were 
using the holiday as an opportunity to leave town; in that year there were trips to London, 
Birmingham and Liverpool (to see the Great Eastern). The Working Men's Club arranged 
a train for 6-700 to the sea at Hunstanton while the Temperance Society took a party to 
Mountsorrel, near Loughborough, presumably to go walking in Charnwood Forest. 46 Not 
all this was by any means oppositional. John Davis, a member of the Race Committee, 
doubted whether it was even very temperate, and was sure 'there are ten drunken persons 
who go by special train to one seen on the Race Course'. 4 7 A large number of the non-race 
goers were availing themselves of cheaper travel some years in order to enjoy a wider range 
of experiences at a time when the Races were losing much of their communal, local 
character anyway. This does not necessarily imply that they were opposed to racing as such. 

Journalists were keen to distinguish between two categories of race-goers, 'the racing 
world' and holiday makers. 48 In part, this may have been an attempt by those sympathetic 
to the Races to justify the event by the suggestion that gambling and its attendant abuses 
were confined to the former, smaller group of 'experts', while the latter section of the 
crowd, including all the women and children, got on with more innocent pleasures. 
Undoubtedly there were many racing enthusiasts for whom the event provided an 
opportunity to watch the sport and bet legally, and Leicester Races had a large betting ring. 
Many visitors to the town were probably in this group, and several of the bookmakers and 
betting men mentioned in police cases were from other towns, including London and 
Manchester. There seems no reason to doubt, though, that many of the 'holiday makers' 
might have placed occasional bets, or that they took pleasure in watching races. 49 At the 
beginning of the period, though, it was noted that 'the ring (was) well frequented but 
betting not extensive' . 49 The only recorded fatality at the course in the period involved such 
an occasional race-goer deriving all too distracting excitement from watching the horses. 
The victim, Mrs Hubbard of Crab Street, Leicester, the 71 year old wife of a framework 
knitter, was run down by several horses on her first visit to the races in 1863, while running 
across the unfenced course, to join her husband, shouting 'John, they are coming.' 50 
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The pleasures which the races offered the bulk of the crowd were largely those of the 
fairground, and indeed by the 1870s some of the menageries and roundabouts which 
characterised the pleasure fairs were in evidence. As Gleadow argued in trying to defend 
the old meeting in 1883, the Races were popular because they were cheap. There was no 
entrance money, but once there, there was a wide range of booths and side-shows to be 
enjoyed. These were put up on plots let out annually by the Race Committee, and in the 
1850s at least provided an important source of income to go towards prize money, the only 
way in which working class race-going contributed to the finances of the races. 

In order to maximise revenue, the area for booths was let in over 40 small lots, the best 
fetching over £3 in 1850. As the crowds grew, so did the booth rents, and an income of 
£78.10.0. in 1850 rose to £419.1.0. in 1879. 51 A report of the letting of booths by auction 
in 1875 shows that licensed victuallers took most of the numbered lots. The spare ground 
was let as one lot, and then sub-let for sideshows and stalls. 52 These were similar to 
contemporary fairground attractions. Mention is made in the press at various times to stalls 
selling nuts and gingerbread, boxing booths, a shooting gallery and photographic artists. 
No mention is made of freakshows, though, and these usually drew press comment at 
fairtime. Some indication of the eager competition between those looking for the best 
pitches may be observed in an incident which took place in 1874. Charles Antill senior and 
Charles Antill junior were charged with assault by Richard Hiscox. 

'Complainant said, last Wednesday morning he went to the Race-course to take 
possession of some ground his mistress, Mrs Chamberlain, had taken and paid for. 
Defendant were on the ground with a waggon. He drew his mistress' waggon on, and 
the elder defendant knocked him with his crutch on the head and face, and knocked 
him down; and then the son struck him with his fist when he was down. Defendants 
were photographic artists, and kept a shooting gallery, and his mistress had two 
shooting galleries ... J. Bray said he took the Grand Stand for the Races, and saw the 
land measured out to the two defendants by Mr. Marsden's agent, on Wednesday, 
between 12 and 2.' 

Since there was some confusion over just who did have claim to the pitch, the Justices 
refrained from involvement, and dismissed the case, claiming that they had no jurisdiction 
in the matter. 58 As the crime reports show, illegal gambling on various games of chance 
must have been an attraction to some racegoers, and boys are mentioned as frequenting the 
tables on several occasions. The games played, usually on easily-dismantled tables, not in 
the booths, included thimble-rigging, three-card games, dice, roulette, throwing balls at 
pegs, and the picturesquely named 'prick at garter'. 

One report mentions that some went to the course before noon to watch the horses 
exercising, an important task in assessing their fitness, while 'others paid a visit to the 
Course at an early hour to "see the gypsies" and to have a shy at cocoa nuts at the price 
of three strikes a penny'. No gypsies are mentioned in police reports, theirs was a law
abiding contribution to the milieu of the meeting. In 1880, a visitor to the races, George 
Smith of Coalville, estimated seeing 89 caravans, with 200 adults and 400 children. Some 
were from as far afield as Maidstone, Bristol and London. 54 

Reports as to the general conduct of the crowds conflict as to the amount of drunkenness, 
but most maintain that, given the large numbers present, behaviour was good. In 1847, the 
Journal, portraying a bad meeting in need of reform and revival, claimed that 'drunkenness 
prevailed at the meeting', yet by 1852, at the beginning of Marshall's involvement, 'There 
were none of those scenes of drunkenness and disorder which some people appear to think 
inseparable from such meetings ... '. 

In 1860, the Chief Superintendent of the Borough Police is reported to have told the 
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magistrates that the Races had been 'as quiet as a Methodist meeting'. The Journal reported 
'much clamour and disorder' in 1863, and that 'Eating, drinking, song singing and 
diversions agreeable to a certain class were in vogue', yet after the Race Week in 1870, only 
one charge of drunkenness was brought before the Bench. Only in 1873 did the Races' 
sympathisers, as opposed to their critics, make more general criticism of public conduct. 
The meeting that year, it was said, was 

'never better attended ... and it is also said that a greater amount of drunkenness was 
never witnessed in the thoroughfares of Leicester. Pity it is that the great annual 
holiday of Leicester, and the too excessive indulgence should go together ... ' 

The most acceptable conclusion from this scanty evidence would be that the race crowds 
contained a very small number of violently drunken people, but were generally lively within 
easily controllable limits. Only the influx of outsiders and the absolute growth of crowds 
in the 1870s made drunkenness a threat, and even then, the heightened temperance 
sensibility of even the less radical middle class may have served to amplify the perception 
of behaviour which had earlier been acceptable. 55 

The evidence provided by the reports of the Police Court during and just after the Race 
Week gives further insights into aspects of crowd behaviour, given the caution with which 
such evidence needs to be treated. Rates of prosecution owe as much to the intensity of 
policing and the definition of crime as to levels of law-breaking. The number of 
prosecutions recorded was very small. There is evidence that the police mounted campaigns 
against specific types of offender, as in 1882 when 

'The police early in the week gave notice by posters that the provisions of the Betting 
Act would be strictly enforced within the borough, that manner of gambling would 
be suppressed, and those obtaining alms by exposing maimed limbs or deformities 
would be taken into custody.' 56 

The warning may have been responsible for there being only one arrest for betting offences 
that year, but was followed up in 1883 by the relatively large number of seven convictions. 
Similarly, the three cases of obscene language in 1882 and 1883 follow the introduction of 
a local bye-law of 1882. Definitions of acceptable behaviour took into account the context 
in which incidents occurred. However many people got drunk at the Races, it would be 
reasonable to expect there were more than seven in over 20 years. Significantly, two of these 
involved the further offence of assaulting a police constable. 

The magistrates were surprisingly tolerant of popular mistreatment of 'welchers', even 
when cases of assault were brought against the assailants. 57 In 1868, the justices dismissed 
a case brought by Patrick Waters, a Manchester bookmaker, for the theft of his satchel 
containing £2 by George Yates on the evidence of a Derby publican who had failed to 
achieve satisfaction from the same bookmaker on the previous day. 58 

The offences which most exercised the police were petty thefts, including pick-pocketing, 
and illegal gambling. In dealing with the former, the police were increasingly willing to 
arrest on suspicion, both on the Course itself and at the Railway Station, where the packed 
crowds provided a fertile ground for thieves. The Leicester force was aided by detectives 
from Manchester, London, Derby and Nottingham, all of whom were among those making 
arrests. As the races attracted spectators from further afield, so it became increasingly the 
target of criminals from other towns. Nevertheless, the impression given by those cases 
which came to court is that pick-pocketting was only a minor irritant for the crowd as a 
whole, and was not sufficiently widespread to bring the meeting into disrepute or to deter 
many from attending. 

There was no organised opposition to the Races, and no major campaign to abolish them 
from within the town. Their popularity with all classes and importance for local trade, 
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bringing in at first county people and then excursionists, and their general orderliness were 
sufficient to guarantee against that. But horse-racing was not universally admired, and 
various elements, largely from within the town's middle class, sought at least to hinder the 
races, even if they were aware of the futility of a direct assault. 

In 1847, it had long been customary for the two borough MPs to subscribe to the Race 
fund when the Leicester Journal noted: 

'various local indicators of the prevalence of an inclination to discourage, if not to 
suppress, horse-racing. The Borough members, with the advice of their leading 
friends in this town, manifested the spirit by declining to subscribe ... ' 

Instead, they gave to charity. One of the two, who were both Liberals, Gardner, made no 
attempt to defend his action in the press, whereas Sir Joshua Walmsley, whose commitment 
to rational recreation is evinced by his support for the anti-sabbatarian National Sunday 
League, wrote that 'in the present distressed state of the operative classes in Leicester, any 
sums I may be able to spare may, in my opinion, be more usefully employed ... '. The 
Leicester Journal replied that the stimulus to trade was itself likely to be beneficial to 
operatives, but with no result, since Liberal MPs were not to show any further support. 
More was forthcoming from Tories, including Heygate, Borough MP 1857-62, and county 
members such as Pell. 59 

The Council was similarly criticised for its 'niggardly spirit' in charging rent for the 
Course in 1849. It ceased to do so the following year, and whatever the attitude of individual 
councillors, the body as a whole, and especially the Estate Committee, seems to have been 
sympathetic towards the Race Committee. They participated in the rebuilding of the stand 
in 1865-6 to the extent of advancing a loan of £1,500. 60 The council was involved in 
developing the racecourse for other recreational purposes from the 1850s on, notably 
cricket, agricultural shows and as a park, purposes which could be developed further once 
the race meeting was abolished. But there is no evidence that the Council was involved in 
the New Racecourse project. Members of the Race Committee were suspicious of the 
development of activities other than sheep grazing on the course outside the period of their 
own tenure, and Gleadow complained that 'some persons who wish to do away with the 
races have tried to christen our Race Course the "Victoria Park" ... The Race Committee 
object ... '. They also objected to renaming the grandstand 'The Pavilion'. 61 In fact, the 
Estate Committee had resolved to call the course the 'Victoria Park' as early as 1866 to take 
into account its use all year round as a promenade, but the name was still a source of 
amusement in 1873 when the Leicester Chronicle and Mercury, lamenting the lack of an 
Arboretum in the town, noted that 'Leicester people have only had the 'very fine field' 
which somebody has ironically denominated "Victoria Park", to resort to as a 
promenade'. 62 

There was greater hostility to the races among the magistrates, and especially among the 
licensing magistrates, dominated as they were by the powerful Temperance influence of 
Edward Shipley Ellis. While licensing the grandstands and booths was sufficiently a matter 
of custom as to arouse no opposition, the licensing magistrates were firmly set against an 
extension of the licenses to a third day so that the meeting would include the Saturday as 
well. In 1870, the committee applied unsuccessfully for such an extension, to the 
disappointment of the Leicester Journal's editor, who thought that 

'a third day's holiday spent in Leicester would have been far more beneficial to the 
town than the adoption of a narrow-minded policy, which can only result in driving 
the people "on pleasure bent" to seek it elsewhere. The Midland Railway Company 
taking advantage of our borough magistrates' short-sightedness have announced a 
mid-day special train to Nottingham Goose Fair.' 63 
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Ellis, who was a director of the Midland Railway Company, argued with J. Davis of the 
Race Committee that working men got so drunk at the races that they couldn't work the 
following week, and that he had had complaints from employers to that effect. On being 
challenged, Davis claimed, Ellis was unable to give any specific examples of employers' 
complaints. A petition in favour of extension signed by 10,000 was still insufficient to 
change the Bench's judgement. Davis, in a letter to the press, put the blame on religious 
sectarianism: 

'I am aware there are many Dissenters in Leicester who object to racing. I am also 
aware there are three churchmen to one Dissenter among the working classes who like 
racing ... I do not agree with morality being all on the side of Dissenters ... ' 64 

How far Ellis's support was to be found among Dissenters, businessmen or the Temperance 
movement cannot be easily distinguished since the three groups overlapped. There is 
evidence that members of each group opposed the races at various times, although with 
little immediate effect. There are signs too that respectable middle class opinion was not 
as determined as it might have been. In 1883, the temperance advocate William Stanyon 
admitted before the licensing magistrates that he attended regularly, and that ladies 
watched from the balcony of his house. 65 

Most prominent among nonconformist ministers opposed to the races was the Baptist 
F.B. Meyer of Melbourne Hall, who preached in September 1882 on the text 'Lead us not 
into temptation'. During the sermon, he characterised the proceedings on the Course as 
'an unmitigated curse', the effect of which would not be wiped out by six months of labour 
of clergymen, ministers, missionaries and others engaged in Church work ... '. The dangers 
were of incitment to drinking, gambling and defloration. Meyer portrayed the Course as 

'the rendezvous of the sporting man, with puffy face, massive jewelry and hoarse 
voice, the professional gambler anxious to dupe the uninitiated, the card sharper, the 
n'er-do-well, the thief, the utterer of base coin, the libertine, and the immodest.' 66 

He hoped that the respectable, who didn't allow their children to go there, would 
themselves stay away, in which case the races would soon be abolished. There is no 
evidence that Meyer went beyond moral exhortation in his campaign against the races. 
When he tried to speak to the crowd at the end of the 1883 meeting, in order to appeal 
to the townsmen to submit to the abolition of the event, he was not given a hearing by the 
racegoers. Meyer later recalled how he had been insulted not only by the crowd in front 
of the grandstand, but also by the sporting gentlemen in it as he tried to make his address. 
He considered that he only escaped unmolested from the stand by the intervention of a 
friendly grocer. Meyer was as surprised as anyone else when the Races were abolished and 
thought the happy event providential. 67 

Up to the 1850s at least some nonconformist churches expelled members for attending 
the races. Preachers exhorted racegoers to repent at the entrance to the course in 1857, and 
on the course itself, although the experiment was not repeated the following year. 68 Ten 
years later, temperance enthusiasts were active, and it was reported that 

'Two members of the Hallelujah Band - men who are well known in Leicester, and 
who have been at one time noted for their drunken and riotous habits - were very 
prominent in their efforts to distribute among the passers-by religious tracts.' 

The Temperance movement's most successful efforts, though, were the provisions of 
counter-attractions, either within the town itself, or in the form of trips, usually to nearby 
villages. Sunday Schools held their annual outings during Race Week. In 1867, for 
example, there were trips to Countesthorpe, Great Glenand, Bardon Hill, all in Leicester
shire. Indeed, Thomas Cook's first temperance excursion to Loughborough in 1846 was 
'to benefit the Sunday School scholars of Leicester by carrying them away from the vicious 
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associations of the Leicester races ... '. 69 From Meyer's sermon, it seems likely that parents 
from the respectable working class came by the 1870s to encourage their children to go on 
these outings while they went to the races themselves, unencumbered by the task of 
supervising their offspring and keeping them away from the booths and gambling tables. 70 

From 1878, the temperance Coffee House Company provided a marquee on the course itself 
to attract people away from the attendant evils of the meeting. Its greatest success seemed 
to be providing refreshments for the crowds of the early morning gallops. 71 

Finally, it is likely that there was a body of professionals and manufacturers, many of 
them living in the New Walk, London Road or Stoneygate, near the Racecourse, who 
would have happily done away with the event for a mixture of reasons, of amenity, public 
order, the pursuit of rational recreation and the efficiency of the workforce, but who were 
unwilling to risk the unpopularity of openly condemning the annual holiday. Most 
prominent among them was John Biggs, hosier, councillor, resident of London Road and 
sometime MP for the borough. In 1850, Biggs was anxious to promote free access to the 
hitherto enclosed course, a move which the council approved in principle. The following 
year, Biggs presented the council with a petition, signed by 65 ratepayers, largely drawn 
from manufacturing, trades and the professions, to make the course usable all year round 
by laying gravel paths. 72 The result would have been to interfere with the races, and it was 
seen as the thin edge of an anti-racing wedge. The Estate Committee was able to put off 
Biggs's motion since they had in hand plans to develop parts of the course. Ward meetings 
were convened at which prominent Tory councillors such as Moxon spoke, attacking Biggs 
partly for threatening the races, but more strongly on the grounds of the high cost of his 
scheme. The Liberal Leicester Chronicle considered Biggs's spendthrift plan sufficient to 
make anyone vote Tory, and it was not heard of again. 73 Biggs had still not escaped the 
reputation of being an opponent of the Races when in 1865 placards appeared accusing him 
of plotting to get the meeting abolished. The notice claimed that 

'In most other towns, the wealthy manufacturers have, either individually or 
collectively, out of their riches amassed from the trade of the town, provided parks 
and places of recreation for the people, but in Leicester, on the contrary, they seem 
bent upon abolishing the most popular holiday of the year.' 74 

Biggs replied that his most recent ideas for making the park wholly open to the public 
aimed at doing just that, and that he was not against the races. Biggs and others, in 
encouraging development of the course as a park, ensured for it an established role after 
the abolition of the old races in 1883. It was never seriously considered as a building site. 
There is no sign that these efforts affected the well-being of the races. 

Writing in 1882, Robert Read was confident that: 
'By the standing, influence and energy of stewards and officials and the improving 
character of the animals concerned, the continual prosperity of Leicester Races is 
secured. ' 7 5 

The following year's meeting was the last, and from July 1883 races were held every 
quarter on a course at Oadby, two miles from the centre of the town. The new course, 
which, like Sandown, charged gate money, was owned by the Leicestershire Club and 
County Racecourse Co. Ltd. Read's comments had been true; the old meeting was 
flourishing; and its prize money was still increasing. While its aristocratic tone may have 
been lost, it still enjoyed the active support of the Duke of Rutland, and there was no 
powerful local opposition. The demise of the old races was wholly due to a decision by the 
Jockey Club to transfer recognition from one course to another, and the way in which the 
decision to do so was arrived at and carried out shows how completely the Jockey Club had 
come to govern racing, and how limited was the power of local race committees. By the 
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1880s, Leicester Races were viewed, at least by outsiders, as part of the national sporting 
circuit rather than an event whose primary importance lay in its place in the local social 
calendar. 

Concern about the possible course of events was already shown in the press in 1882, since 
it was feared that the new course might replace the old one. 76 It was still widely hoped that 
the two could co-exist since the old races were a single annual event which did not coincide 
with any of the planned gate-money meetings. But by this time, the Jockey Club were 
reluctant to license any new courses since they wished to cut down on the number of 
meetings in order to improve the standard of racing at those which remained. In December 
1882, a Dublin journalist visiting Leicester for the paper Sport commented on how lucky 
the new company were to obtain Jockey Club backing for their project. He went on to 
contrast the old course, small and cramped, without facilities for steeplechasing, with the 
new one, with its planned flat mile and stand with accommodation for 3,500 people, similar 
to that at Sandown, built at a cost of £18,000. 77 

The days of the old meeting were numbered. Efforts by Gleadow to get the meeting 
extended for another year were in vain, and even the Duke of Rutland's presentation of 
a petition signed by supporters of the races achieved no result. 78 By July 1884, resistance 
was finished, as the Jockey Club proved immovable. There was suspicion among supporters 
of the old races that the promoters of the new company had misled the Jockey Club as to 
the feeling of local people. 79 Nor did the Jockey Club's role in the demise of the meeting 
pass without criticism - The Sporting Life greatly regretted the closure of a well-conducted, 
popular, old meeting. It considered the underlying cause to be 'the faddish tricks and 
whims of those few who are supposed to rule the destinies of the British turf, and who as 
a body look as much after the £.s.d. business as any running ground in the country ... '. 80 

The central figure in persuading the Jockey Club to reject the Duke of Rutland's case and 
the petition was Earl Howe, a member of the Club and a director of the new Leicestershire 
Club and County Racecourse Co. At the meeting at Newmarket in October 1883 at which 
the case was presented, Howe supported the argument in favour of the new course by 
claiming that the Chairman of the Old Race Committee had for some years been looking for 
a new course as the old one was not as bad but also planned for conversion to a Park. 81 There 
is no evidence that Gleadow ever undertook such a search. The suspicion remains, as the 
London magazine Truth expressed it, that 'under the cloak of the pursuit ( of reform) there 
still lurked the cloven foot of the jobber'. 82 A correspondent to the press questioned Lord 
Cadogan's judgement, and resented the attitude of the new company, whose agents had come 
to Leicester 'and announced their business in the most offhand and brutal manner, they said 
they did not care a jot for the local people .. . '. 83 

The writer questioned the wisdom of the aristocrats in the new company, participating in 
destroying a link between town and country, but by this time, county meetings had lost their 
old social functions, and the aristocracy had little to fear from the abolition of a race meeting. 
Yet Gleadow too expressed a regret for a different model of social relationships when he 
described the new company as 'a private speculation'. 84 

It was also past the time, at least in Leicester, when a break with an established custom 
of this kind signalled violent popular resistance. On the Friday morning of the last meeting, 
a handbill was circulated calling for a mass meeting in front of the grandstand, and blaming 
the end of the races on local sectarian fanatics and property owners and the 'Gate money 
adventurers' . The meeting, attended by an estimated 12,000, was addressed by Robert 
Read and members of the committee, including Gleadow and Millican, the former calling 
for petitions to the Jockey Club from every village in Leicestershire. The band played 'Rule 
Britannia' at the end, and letters to the press regretted the loss of 'noble English sport', 85 
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but with the failure of the petition there was nothing more to be done. In February 1885, 
the Licensed Victuallers' Association made a presentation to Gleadow and Sheppard for 
their work on the committee, the remaining funds were given to local charities and the Race 
Committee was wound up. 

There is no evidence that there was any demonstration the following year to mark the 
passing of the old holiday, or to demand it back again. The new course had a free day on 
31 October 1884, but it was only a partial success. 86 The new races were more obviously 
a straightforward sporting event, and it was estimated that three quarters of the 30,000 who 
visited the first meeting in 1883 were from outside the county. 87 The new meetings closed 
promptly at 6 p.m., and while the Wigston and Oadby band played, there were no booths. 
The Leicester Journal noted the absence from the free meeting of 'Fathers with families, 
county lads and lasses, joyously wending their way as they used to do for the popular 
meeting ... '. 88 The whole thing was 'a purely business transaction from beginning to end'. 
As a local man was quoted as saying 'yer had to pay well to see nowt when you whor theer!' 
Moreover, business carried on as usual in the town, and employers did not close their 
premises. Given the long time the races had been in existence, and the earlier enthusiasm 
for it, its passing seems remarkably tame. 

The reasons are not difficult to find. Without Jockey Club recognition, no meeting would 
attract any horses worth running, since they would be barred from competing elsewhere. 
Any effective protest had to be led by the Race Committee, and there were no local targets, 
save perhaps Earl Howe. For excursionists to Leicester, there were alternate places to go 
- not least other race meetings - while for Leicester people, there were other times for 
holidays, including the Bank Holidays, which the mayor usually proclaimed as general 
holidays. Until 1903, the September Pleasure Fair became the major autumn holiday, and 
grew to accommodate the additional interest shown by townspeople who would previously 
have spent their time and money at the races instead. 89 By the 1880s, the population of 
Leicester were apparently prepared to accept such major changes in holiday and leisure 
patterns without overt protest. 

During the third quarter of the 19th century, the Leicester races were transformed. A 
moribund county meeting was revived largely by local effort, and then grew rapidly in 
attendance as it became a part of the national racing circuit, attracting crowds from a wide 
area. The availability of cheap transport was essential in this respect. The peak of popularity 
was reached in the mid 1870s, but the meeting showed no signs of losing support when it 
was abolished by the Jockey Club in 1883. The Races lost their character as a celebration of 
aristocratic social supremacy during the 1860s as the growing crowds intensified the popular 
nature of the meeting. Nevertheless, aristocratic support was not lost, nor did sectarianism 
or political controversy break up the wide base of support for the meeting, which includes 
both the Liberal and Tory press, some Liberal and all Tory councillors and a large part of 
the working class of the town. Indeed, no powerful body of opposition to the Races was 
formed at any time, largely because the meetings represented threats to neither public order 
nor morality. 

For the bulk of racegoers, the meeting was an annual holiday, its character most like a 
fair. By the 1870s, however, excursions provided an alternative for many, and new holidays 
made the Race Week less important in the annual round than before, hence the ending of 
the meeting was less controversial than it might otherwise have been. The demise of the 
meeting in 1883 was due rather to the event's incorporation within a national pattern of 
race meetings under the Jockey Club, a body insensitive to local demands, than to any 
conflict over the use of leisure within the town. 
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APPENDIX I 
Balance Sheet of the Race Committee, 1879 

1879 £ s d 
July 1st by Balance in Hand 1,210 17 9 

RECEIPTS 
October His Grace the Duke of Rutland 20 0 0 

The Right Hon. Earl Howe so 0 0 
The Right Hon. Lord John Manners, M.P. 10 0 0 
S.W. Clowes, Esq 10 0 0 
A. Pell, Esq., M.P. 10 0 0 
W.U. Heygate, Esq. 10 0 0 
W. Gleadow, Esq. 25 0 0 
Receipts at Grand Stand 974 11 0 
Proceeds of Sale Ground for Booths and Waste Ground 479 1 0 
Town Subscriptions 163 16 0 
Licensed Victuallers 155 18 6 
Profit on Selling Races 70 0 0 
Entrance Fees and Forfeits to the Fund 684 0 0 
Bank Interest 16 0 5 

£3,889 4 8 

PAYMENTS 
£ s d 

FIRST DAY'S STAKES 
County Members' Handicap 100 0 0 
Billesdon Coplow Selling Place 150 0 0 
Belvoir Plate 100 0 0 
Leicestershire Handicap 200 0 0 
Gopsal Stakes 200 0 0 
Quorn Selling Plate 200 0 0 
Nursery Plate Handicap 100 0 0 
Licensed Victuallers' Hurdle 100 0 0 
SECOND DAY'S STAKES 
County Cup Stakes 150 0 0 
Curzon Nursery Handicap 100 0 0 
Leicester Welter Handicap 150 0 0 
Melton Stakes 150 0 0 
Ladies' Selling Stakes 100 0 0 
Handicap Hurdle 100 0 0 1,900 0 0 

Corporation, for rent of race course, 1879 75 0 0 

Messrs. Richard & Son for New Iron Fence 
round Grand Stand and Saddling Paddock 205 0 0 

EXPENSES 
Cost of Platform, Jockeys', Weighing and 

Reporters' Booths, Posts and Rails etc. 120 19 11 
Collectors' Commissions, Clerks, Assistants 
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Bill Posting, Painting, Architect, Gate Men, 
Rent and Rates of Store House and Yard, 
Hotel Account 154 15 0 

Police, Special Constables and 
Extra Assistance 58 17 6 

Labourers and Ground Men, Goss, Hurdles, 
Tan, Mowing, Straw, etc. 109 7 4 

Clerk of the Course, Judge, Starter, 
Handicapper, Clerk of the Scales, 
Secretary, Salaries and Expenses 235 1 0 

Messrs. Weatherby's and other London 
Accounts for Advertising and Commission 61 2 6 

Printing, Local Advertising, Stationary, etc. 75 17 5 816 
1880 
July 1st Balance in Hand 893 

£32889 
Source Robert Read, op. cit., pp.206-7 

APPENDIX II 
Entries and added money in the 18 7 Os 
No. of Entries Added money 

1872 £ 810 
1873 124 
1874 136 £ 910 
1875 275 £1,140 
1876 316 £1,495 
1877 268 £1,960 
1878 297 £1,960 
1879 £2,110 

Sources Robert Read, op. cit., pp.206-7, Leicester Chronicle 5 October 1878. 
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