
Leicestershire Small Towns and 
Pre-Industrial Urbanisation1 

by Holger Th. Graf 

This article examines the development of small towns in Leicestershire 
during the eighteenth cenmry, and the considerable divergence in function 
and structure that occurred between individual towns as a result of 
industrialisation and the growth of a market economy. 

'In the English cultural chromosome the small towns gene is missing. '2 This statement 
by the columnist Neil Ascherson may provoke astonishment as one reflects that small 
towns were the most immediate experience of 'town' for the people of pre-industrial 
England, as indeed they were for the people of pre-industrial Europe in general. 
England was covered with a closely knit network of small towns, and yet they appear 
to have vanished from the consciousness of the English people. This phenomenon is 
clearly related to the most significant socio-economic transformation of the nineteenth 
century, the Industrial Revolution, the origins of which reach much further back into 
the past. This transformation had many implications for small towns, which as a 
result apparently lost their function for the first industrial nation and therefore 
vanished from its collective consciousness.3 On the one hand, the interest of writers, 
politicians, economists and social reformers was stimulated by the exuberant growth of 
industrial towns and the metropolis of London, which surpassed anything known 
before on the other hand these towns also spurred the imagination of the rural 

1. · This text is a greatly shortened and revised version of my unpublished M .A. thesis 'Kleinstiidte und 
alteuropiiische Urbanisierung am Beispiel der mittelenglischen Grafschaft Leicestershire' . Giessen: 
1987. A copy can be consulted at the Leicestershire Record Office. My thanks are due to the staff of 
the Record Office and to Professor Peter Clark of the University of Leicester for advice during my stay 
in England between September 1986 and April 1987. I am also much indebted to Professor Dr Heinz 
Schilling, formerly of the University of Giessen and now of the Humboldt-Universitiit zu Berlin, for his 
advice concerning theoretical and methodological problems. I am most grateful to Miss Ute Lotz of the 
University of Giessen, Dr. Sarah Lewis, Historic Buildings Officer, Nottingham City Council, and J. P. 
P. Higgins, University of Birmingham, for their help with this translation. 

2. N. Ascherson, 'The Lost World of Small Town England', The Observer, 8 Mar. 1987, p.9 
3. In recent years urban historians have shown an increasing interest in small towns. Research has focused 

on individual towns as well as on town networks. Besides the dissertations on Leicestershire small 
towns quoted in the text later, the following smdies are of special interest: M. Noble, 'The Growth and 
Development of County Towns: The Case of Eastern Yorkshire, 1700-1850'. Hull University: 
unpublished Ph.D. thesis, 1982; S. Lewis, 'Small Towns in Shropshire' . Leicester University: 
unpublished Ph.D. thesis, 1988. Important for comparative purposes is, Griindung und Bedeutung 
kleinerer Stadte im nordlichen Europa der fruhen Neuzeit, ed., A. Maczak and C. Smout. Wiesbaden: 
Harrassowitz, 1991, for England especially interesting are the contributions by P . Clark, 'Changes in 
the pattern of English small towns in the early modem period,' pp.67-84, and by P . J. Corfield, 'Small 
towns, large implications: social and cultural roles of small towns in early modem England and Wales', 
pp.85-102 . The ESRC National Small Towns Project led by Professor Peter Clark located at the 
Centre for Urban History in Leicester is collecting demographic and occupational data on the social, 
economic and cultural history of British small towns. Publication of the data is in progress. See Small 
Towns in Early Modern Europe, ed., P. Clark. Cambridge: University Press, forthcoming. 

Trans. Leicestershire Archaeol. and Hise. Soc., LXVIII (1994) 
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population. Yet, the countryside and the manor house were to remain the stronghold 
of thoroughly British values and the cradle of the political, militaristic and socio
economic elite, at least in the consciousness of most English conservatives during the 
nineteenth and even the twentieth centuries. The intimacy of the country seat and the 
clarity of country life, as portrayed in the novels of Henry Fielding, Jane Austen, 
Thomas Hardy, and many others, stimulated the longings and dreams of the urban 
population. What became of these small towns? They were the places where the 
majority of the population of pre-industrial England came into contact with urban life. 
What was the destiny of these towns? 

In this article the search to find possible answers to these questions will be confined 
to a case study of Leicestershire, a county characterised by an economy based on 
farming, but which also included major areas of industry. Leicestershire's 11 small 
towns are located within this mixed economy and survive to the present to prove that 
England's small towns by no means disappeared during the nineteenth century. 4 

During the century before the Industrial Revolution, demographic and economic 
development occurred in a period of relative stagnation or restricted growth. 
Nevertheless, the course of economic growth was far less important for the future of 
the small towns than it was for England in general, rather it was the 'concentration and 
diversification' in the half century before the Industrial Revolution which was critical 
to the development of the small town sector of the urban economy.5 The development 
of manufacturing in this sense can be compared with the regional specialisation of 
English agriculture which was introduced by enclosure centuries before. The 
structural maturity of the economy allowed England to become the first industrial 
nation. This structural maturity was characterised by regional specialisation in 
agricultural and industrial production, combined with vigorous internal exchange of 
goods and a flourishing overseas trade. 

There seems, however, to be no industrial specialisation in Leicestershire small 
towns before the second half of the seventeenth century, though there were craftsmen 
like blacksmiths, carpenters and cartwrights in the small towns as in, many purely 
agricultural settlements. Moreover, there is evidence that all the people with such 
occupational specialisations found in the records of small towns lived on their own 
agricultural production as well. 6 Only trades that processed agricultural raw materials, 
like butchers, bakers, millers, brewers and maltsters, seemed to have been functionally 
specialised and spatially concentrated in the small town. The difference between rural 
and small town craftsmanship can be observed in the location of the leather industry. 
Tanning and shoemaking, candle-making and other crafts based on the raw materials 
made available by butchers were largely urban. Goodacre emphasises that shoemaking 
was the most common non-agricultural occupation in sixteenth and seventeenth
century Lutterworth. 7 

4. These comprise the Leicestershire market towns listed in J. Adams, Index Villans: or an Alphabetical List 
of all Cities, Market Towns, Parishes, Villages and Private Seats in England and Wales. London: Godbid & 
Playford, 1680. The towns are Ashby-de-la-Zouch, Billesdon, Castle Donington, Hallaton, Hinckley, 
Loughborough, Lutterworth, Market Bosworth, Market Harborough, Melton Mowbray and 
Mountsorrel. Waltham-on-the-Wolds has been omined because, although it was listed by Adams, it 
failed to surpass the threshold of 400 inhabitants suggested by Peter Clark as the criterion for English 
small towns in the seventeenth century, see Crisis and Order in English Towns 1500-1700, ed., P. Clark 
and P .Slack, p .4. London: Routledge & Kegan, 1972 

5. C . H. Wilson, England's Apprenticeship, 1603-1763, p.290. London: Longmans, 1971 
6. J. Patten, 'Village and Town: an Occupational Study', Agricultural History Review, 20 (1970), pp.1-16 
7. J. Goodacre, 'Lutterworth in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries: a Market Town and its Area'. 

Leicester University: unpublished Ph.D. thesis, 1977, p.274 



100 

Population 

7.000 

~10969 

(C)Clrtt111N 

6.000 -J.··························· ···· ·····\···················································· ················································································································ ·· ·········································· ·········· ·· ···'························I 

5.000 

4.000 

3.000 

2.000 

1.000 

' ' ' I 
I 
I 
I 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

I 
\ 

3 

' ' \ 
\ 

' 

4 

Illustration 1: 
Rank-Size-Distribution of 
Leicestershire Small Towns 
1563 -1831 

1831 

'.... 1801 ---- ---"' 
' 

1563 

' ' ' ' ' 

5 8 7 8 9 10 11 
Rank 

Illus. I 

The data available in the parish registers shows that there were no essential 
differences in the percentages of artisans and craftsmen between the small towns. The 
percentage of artisans and craftsmen varied from 36.5 per cent in Hallaton to 59.5 per 
cent in Loughborough. This proportion had changed considerably by the end of the 
period analysed. In those towns which missed the industrial impulse during the 
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From J. Throsby, Select Views in Leicestershire, From Original Drawings, facing p.344. London: J. Nichols, 1789 

eighteenth century the percentage remained almost constant. In Hallaton it reached 
42.5 per cent, in Billesdon 36.5 per cent, but in Hinckley it was 85.5 per cent.8 In this 
town the most extraordinary industrial specialisation had occurred by the end of the 
seventeenth century with the introduction of framework-knitting. 9 A third of the 
craftsmen in Hinckley recorded in probate inventories between 1675 and 1699 were 
engaged in a textile trade. This was the highest rate in all the small towns. In 
Loughborough only a fifth of the inventories belonging to craftsmen were provided by 
textile workers, and in most other small towns there were none. This does not mean 
that there was no textile production in these towns, only that the textile workers were 
too poor to be represented in the probate records. The occupational data from the 
parish registers for some small towns show that approximately a third of the craftsmen 
were engaged in the textile trade. 10 Towards the end of the eighteenth century the 

8. cf. Graf 1987, as n.1, tables C.X - C.XII 
9. D. L. Wykes, 'The Origins and Development of the Leicestershire Hosiery Trade', Textile History, 23 

(1992), pp.29-31, 34 
10. cf.Graf1987,asn.l,tableC.X 
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degree of industrial concentration increased. In Hinckley 7 4 per cent of the craftsmen 
were engaged in this sector. Throsby noted this growth: 'in 1768 the number [of 
houses] was 697; which have since been augmented by new erections, and out
buildings in yards being converted into dwelling-houses' .11 In the 1820s, 83 per cent 
of the population of Hinckley depended on framework-knitting, while in Billesdon and 
Hallaton the percenfagewas only 20 per cent. 12 

Another illuminating aspect of industrial development within the small town 
economy was the variety of trades. In those small towns which participated in the 
general process of specialisation during the eighteenth century, there developed a wide 
range of luxury and fashion trades. This happened in Loughborough, Market 
Harborough, Melton Mowbray and Ashby-de-la-Zouch. Hinckley was an exception as 
the specialisation in framework-knitting and its social consequences caused an atrophy 
of the other trades in this town. The clock and watchmaking craft, which had reached 
a peak in Leicestershire small towns before 1800, provides a remarkable example . 
From the 1730s Market Harborough was a centre of the craft in the county, but in the 
last decades of the eighteenth century it suffered as a result of growing industrial 
competition. The craft had completely disappeared from Lutterworth by the first half 
of the nineteenth century, though throughout the eighteenth century the Corall family 
dynasty of clock and watchmakers had flourished. 13 · 

The commercialisation and regional specialisation of both agriculture and industry, 
combined with the prosperous conditions of overseas trade produced an increase in 
transport revenue which was new in both quantity and quality. Transport problems 
were extreme for Leicestershire which is situated in the hilly region of the Midlands. 
'Being the most Inland County in England and consequently far from any sea or 
navigable Rivers, You must not suppose it a county of any trade', wrote Macky in 
1724. 14 The turnpike roads were the solution to the transport problem in the 
eighteenth century.15 The transport capacity of these roads had reached dimensions 
which had been hardly imaginable in earlier decades. 16 Small towns located at the 
point where roads met could profit tremendously from the increasing traffic . In 
Lincolnshire, small towns located at these points, for instance, doubled their 
population during the eighteenth century, whereas the other towns only increased in 
size by about 60 per cent. 17 In 1722 Market Harborough became the first small town 
in Leicestershire to be located on a turnpike road, and it presumably profited from 
this. Before 1722 Harborough was already well-known as a coaching station situated 
on one of the main national routes. In 1675 Ogilby wrote that this road was 'in general 
a bad deep way, but very much recompensed by the re-iterated good Towns and 
Accomodation You pass through', which included Harborough. It is not surprising 
that innkeepers formed a high proportion of the wealthier inhabitants . The 
specialisation of Market Harborough as a thoroughfare town is illustrated by the 1788 

11. J. Throsby, The Supplementary Volume to the Leicestershire Views Containing a Series of Excursions in Year 
1790, p.399 n*. London: J. Nichols, 1790 

12. cf. Graf 1987, as n. 1, table C.XII 
13. J. A. Daniell, 'The Making of Clocks and Watches in Leicestershire and Rutland ', TLAS, 27 (1951), 

pp.30-65; Graf 1987, as n. l, pp.140-1 , Table C .XX 
14. J. Macky, A Journey Through England, 2 vols . 2, p .126. London: 1724 
15. cf. W. Alben, The Turnpike Road System in England 1663-1840. Cambridge: University Press, 1972 
16. On the road from Gloucester to Bristol, for example, 259 coaches, 491 waggons, 722 cans, 206 drays, 

11,759 horses and 675 asses were registered during one week in June 1765, see E. Pawson, The 
Turnpike Trusts of the Eighteenth Century: a Study of Innovation and Diffusion, p .10. Oxford: University 
School of Geography Research Paper, 14, 1975 

17. E . Pawson, Transport and Economy: The Turnpike Roads of Eighteenth Century Britain, p.325. London: 
Academic Press, 1977 
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assessed tax on horses and wagons. Although the population of Hinckley was at least 
twice as large as that of Market Harborough, only £29 4s. Od. was paid in tax on four
wheeled wagons and £39 10s. Od. on horses. In constrast, in Harborough £104 13s. Od. 
was paid in tax on wagons and £46 Ss. Od. on horses (c.f. Table 3). The heyday of 
Market Harborough in the coaching age is today still symbolised by its fine Georgian 
architecture, which is better than that found in any other Leicestershire small town. 
Towards the end of the eighteenth century the canals brought a new dynamic element 
to the transport system. Leicester and Loughborough, and in an unique way Melton 
Mowbray, profited from the canals. Melton Mowbray was situated in the poorly 
accessible and sparsely wooded east of the county, where, as William Pitt reported at 
the beginning of the nineteenth century, in some places cow-dung was still used as 
fuel. 18 The accommodation of the numerous fox-hunting visitors during the colder 
parts of the year posed serious problems. These were solved 'after 1794, when the 
opening of the Leicester to Melton Navigation enabled the price of coal in the town to 
be greatly reduced, and so eased the difficulties of supply[ing] each winter's influx of 
wealthy visitors' .19 

Two Leicestershire small towns illustrate the different responses to economic 
development. Firstly, Hallaton, with a population of only a few hundred inhabitants, 
had a single street of one or two storey houses, some still retaining their reed 
thatching. Such a diminutive settlement would barely be recognised as a town by a 
passing visitor. On the other hand, Hinckley had adopted the external features of an 
English industrial town of brick-built factories and terrace houses. These two examples 
clearly illustrate the two main paths of development taken by small towns from the late 
seventeenth century onwards. They either became 'real' towns with an industry or 
some other kind of specialisation, or they lost their urban character and became big 
villages. Nevertheless, the origins of these towns which subsequently developed so 
differently lay close together. Both examples typically had a single function until the 
seventeenth century, to provide a market for their agricultural hinterland. This 
function was so dominant that during this period one can identify the 'market-town' as 
a type of settlement, as contemporaries of the age did in fact do. This common 
function did not allow too great a differentiation to develop between towns, either in 
the size and structure of their population or in their economic and socio-cultural 
characteristics. 

The purpose of this study is to show how the small market-towns of pre-industrial 
England developed into urban settlements with highly specialised economic and 
commercial functions, and differentiated urban populations and cultures, which 
constituted the integrated urban network of industrial Britain. Such a development of 
small towns can be described using the concept of 'urbanisation'. Adna F . Weber 
introduced the term 'urbanisation' into the academic vocabulary at the end of the 
nineteenth century. It was first used by scholars rather hesitantly, but later appeared 
frequently in the work of economists, geographers and social scientists. There is now 
some danger of the term 'urbanisation' degenerating into a meaningless catch phrase. 
A definition will therefore be provided for the purpose of this paper. It is essential to 
outline the specific characteristics of a pre-industrial still 'old-European' process of 
urbanisation. 20 This urbanisation is by definition a period of transition from the 

18. W. Pin, A General View of the Agriculture of the Counties of Leicestershire and Rutland, p.304. London: 
Board of Agriculture, 1809 

19. S. A. Royle, Functional Divergence: Urban Development in Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century 
Leicestershire, p.17. Leicester University: Department of Geography Occasional Paper, 3, 1981 

20. cf. D. Gerhard, Old Europe. A Study of Continuity, 1000-1800. New York: Academic Press, 1981 
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medieval town (Stadtewesen) to their modem industrial urban state (Stadtesystem) .21 

Referring to the theory of modernisation, the following characteristics are seen as 
definitive for the concept of pre-industrial urbanisation used in this study.22 Firstly, it 
constitutes a demographic progression pointing forward to modernity, distinguished by 
regionally and locally selective growth and a concentration of population in urban 
settlements. Secondly, it is characterised by a specialisation and diversification of 
economic and commercial functions (in pre-industrial England agriculture would of 
course be included). It is especially important to analyse whether an expanding urban 
economy is positively correlated with a developing national economy and has therefore 
to be seen within the framework of the rising modem state. Thirdly, the spread of 
'urbanity' as the predominant lifestyle of a whole nation, which moderated the socio
cultural distinctions between small towns, county towns, big cities and even villages. 
This means a far-reaching revaluation of urban self-consciousness and the unfolding of 
a civic culture borne by the emergence of a new urban class, the 'middling sort', and 
their search for a new identity. Fourthly, modernisation as a synthesis of the three 
aspects mentioned above, leads to the development of an urban system of 
interconnected towns which fulfil an increasing number of functions for a given area 
and are situated at a certain distance from each other, which is determined by the 
number and importance of their functions. The demographic development of small 
towns will be considered in section two in relation to the concept of pre-industrial 
urbanisation. Section three will address the economic and commercial specialisation of 
towns during the period under research and their cultural and social developments will 
be described in section four. Finally, section five summarises the findings and outlines 
the general development of the national urban network in Britain. Because of the 
sources used in this study, namely parish registers, settlement papers, toll books and tax 
lists, the political and ecclesiastical history of the small towns will not be examined. 

II 

Demographic indicators such as age structure, age at marriage, infant mortality and 
life expectancy typically undergo change during urbanisation . Small town 
populations are no exceptions to this, as is shown by the numbers of baptisms and 
burials in Hinckley, Market Bosworth and Market Harborough (c.f illus. 2 to 4). 
Generally speaking, more stable population statistics for the early modem period can 
be seen in England than can, for example, be found in Germany, which was severely 
affected by the Thirty Years' War. The symptoms of a crisis were noticeable in 
England between the 1650s and the 1680s, when the population declined from 5.22 
million to 4.86 million, and again in the period from 1725 to 1735. These two 
relatively late crises, which saw a decline in population, can be compared with 
Germany where the population grew from 12 to 1 7 million. Thus one can suggest a 
stagnation in the population of England during the hundred years before the period of 
industrial take-off. Immediately before the Industrial Revolution, however, 
increasingly marked differences in population change can be identified from region to 
region and town to town. This is also true for Leicestershire. Already in the Middle 
Ages, some settlements were emerging from the system as towns with market charters. 
Differentiated from the majority of settlements, the purely agricultural villages and 
hamlets, they were also about three to four times bigger than the latter. Small market 

21. cf. Graf 1987, as n. l, pp.10-22 
22. cf. D. Lerner, 'Modernization', International Encyclopaedia of the Social Sciences, 10, pp.386-402 
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towns were a relatively uniform group in terms of their total population (c.f. illus. 1). 
In 1563 the smallest town, Billesdon, with about 170 inhabitants, was still only about 
three times smaller than the second largest town, Lutterworth, which had 
approximately 480 inhabitants. Loughborough with 1150 inhabitants was in terms of 
size clearly set apart from the other small towns. 23 Only the uneven distribution of the 
tremendous population increase in the second half of the sixteenth century, which is 
estimated at approximately 40 per cent for the whole county, led to a clear 
differentiation between the settlements. Obviously all the small towns in Leicestershire 
grew above average when compared with the general population, but 'it was the 
smaller market centres which grew most: Halla ton and Billesdon . . . which had been 
no larger than many purely agricultural villages in the first half of the sixteenth 
century'. 24 Undoubtedly, the increase in population of these two towns is connected 
with their rise as markets for the increasingly specialised and commercialised 
agriculture of their hinterlands, characterised by enclosures. The more marked growth 
of the smaller towns in contrast to the larger ones, and the greater impact of epidemic 
disease in the latter, for example in Melton Mowbray, Loughborough and Ashby-de
la-Zouch, ensured that in the years before and after 1670, the small towns remained 
strongly competitive in terms of their population size (c.f. illus. 1). The largest small 
town, Loughborough, was still only four times larger than the smallest, Market 
Bosworth. 25 

During the course of the eighteenth century a far reaching development took place. 
Until the eighteenth century agricultural and market functions were the most 
important factors for the success and welfare of small towns, but it was industrial and 
commercial development and specialisation which came to count most. This was the 
motivating force for populatjon growth which finally triumphed over the epidemics that 
still claimed considerable numbers of victims in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. The statistics on baptisms and burials reveal that in some small towns the 
'take-off' in growth began in the first half of the eighteenth century, both England and 
Leicestershire experienced only around a 13 per cent increase in population between 
1700 and 17 4 7. In contrast, the population of Market Harborough increased by about 
60 per cent between 1670 and 1755. The small towns, especially those in the 
commercially oriented western half of the county and in the Soar-Valley, such as Ashby, 
Hinckley and Loughborough, set themselves apart from the general population trend. 
Melton Mowbray, Billesdon and Hallaton, situated in the eastern part of the county, 
showed a different pattern of development. It took Melton Mowbray up to the tum of 
the nineteenth century to recover from the loss of population suffered in the crises of 
the seventeenth century. Billesdon and Hallaton completely stagnated, with their 
population declining slowly during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

The nature of the early modem town was such that its prosperity and population 
size often corresponded with the susceptibility of the town's inhabitants to endemic 
and epidemic diseases. Small towns were less clearly affected by this phenomenon by 
virtue of their intermediate position between town and country. It remained, however, 
an important distinguishing feature, particularly in the prospering towns of 
Loughborough and Hinckley, which were severely afflicted by epidemics, and thus 
came nearest to the popular image of early modern towns as 'consumers of men'. 
Seven mortality crises can be identified in Loughborough between 1711 and 1776, and 
in this period there were 24 years during which the death-rate exceeded the birth-rate. 

23. For population figures, see VCH Leics, 3, pp.166-78 
24. VCH Leics, 3, p.140 
25. On details cf. Graf 1987, as n. l, pp.38-42 
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From Throsby, Select Views, facing p.349 

In Hinckley six mortality crises can be found for the same period, and there were 35 
years when the mortality rate exceeded the birth-rate. Market Harborough is an 
important exception. Although it was only a third of the size of Hinckley and 
Loughborough, the number of burials was exceeded by the number of births in only 
11 years during the period between 1711 and 1776. This is a valuable demographic 
indication of the town's importance as a coaching station on one of England's most 
important highroads. Numerous travellers and vagrants brought disease to Market 
Harborough from all parts of England, especially from London. In most towns 
epidemics were violent, but short, in Market Harborough however, epidemics were 
almost endemic, especially when disease was rife for any length of time in England as a 
whole. In a letter written to a London correspondent, Philip Doddridge referred to an 
outbreak of smallpox in Market Harborough in 1725.26 The figures show an increased 
mortality in the following quinquennium. The curve of mortality in Market 

26. Calendar of the Correspondence of Philip Doddridge, 1702-1751, ed., G. F. Nuttall, Historical Manuscripts 
Commission Joint Publication, p.33. London: H.M.S.O., 29, 1979 
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Harborough therefore appears as a nervous fever curve reflecting almost all the 
epidemics that occurred in the country. This is a unique phenomenon for a small 
town. The trend in population growth is also found in this town as well as in Hinckley 
and Loughborough. The population of Market Harborough was to multiply four times 
during the period between 1670 and 1830. 

It is true that 'lesser places simply needed and attracted the migrant less', but it has 
to be emphasised that the growth of small towns was in principle also based on 
migration. 27 Since the records on migration for the eighteenth century are not as good 
as those for the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and the evidence is almost 
entirely restricted to the extremely socially selective settlement papers, the discussion 
can not be carried much further. 28 Doubtless with suitable data it would be possible to 
verify the image of Melton Mowbray in the seventeenth century sketched by Fleming, 
who suggested that the marriage area, market area and migration area of the town 
were all of approximately equal size. 29 It appears, however, that from the 1720s long
distance migration was also considerable, this was closely related to the attractions of 
the small town and its industrial and commercial specialisation. The comparison 
between Ashby and Market Harborough is an example of this. Market Harborough 
appears to have been the goal of more wealthy migrants. This can be seen in the 
settlement papers in which the occupations of the migrants are given. In the years 
between 1737 and 1787, there were 35 migrants engaged in the textile trade compared 
with 42 in other trades. Among the latter were five barbers and hairdressers, a 
watchmaker and a chairmaker, almost all coming from larger towns, for example from 
Towcester, Oundle, Northampton, Grantham and even from London. On the other 
hand, out of the total number of migrants who came to Ashby between 1697 and 
1 792, 106 were involved in the textile trades and only 89 migrants were engaged in 
other trades. If one considers the percentages of workers, day-labourers and domestics, 
the differences between the migrants will be made clear. In the course of the 
eighteenth century the industrial development of Ashby-de-la-Zouch attracted 84 of 
these typically destitute people, while only 11 of them went to Market Harborough. 
Ashby obviously offered hopes of employment with which Market Harborough could 
not compete. 30 The migration model developed by Peter Clark for the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, in which the small town is seen as one step in a migration 
process of two or three steps from the countryside to the town and eventually to 
London, seems to be of only limited validity in the eighteenth century.31 Only when 
the small towns started to differentiate and specialise in their functions did they 
become a particular goal for migrants, indeed for migrants from larger towns than 
themselves. The population development of small towns cannot therefore be seen in 
isolation, but must be viewed against a background of economic development. 

27. J. Patten, Rural Urban Migration in Pre-Industrial England, p .24. Oxford: University School of 
Geography Research Paper, 6, 1973 

28. P. Clark, 'Migration in England during the Late Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries', Past and 
Present, 83 (1979), pp.57-90, p.61 

29. D . Fleming, 'A Local Market System: Melton Mowbray and the Wreake Valley, 1549-1720'. Leicester 
University: unpublished Ph.D. thesis, 1980, p .260, Map XII; Graf 1987, as n. l, pp.56-65 and maps 
B.29-34 

30. cf. Graf 1987, as n . l, p.64 
31. Clark, Crisis and Order, as n.4, p.132 



LEICESTERSHIRE SMALL TOWNS AND PRE-INDUSTRIAL URBANISATION 109 

III 

Demographic development from the end of the seventeenth century corresponds well 
with the economic development of this period. Patten has suggested that any study 'of 
the urban system of pre-industrial England divorced from its rural context would be 
profoundly unreal', and this is particularly the case with small towns which are 
inextricably linked with their chiefly agricultural hinterlands.32 According to W. G. 
Hoskins, Leicestershire was, in agricultural terms, the most utilised county in the 
Kingdom from the mid-sixteenth century. Agricultural land accounted for 95 per cent 
of its acreage, while wasteland accounted for only 5 per cent, of which Charnwood 
Forest formed more than two-thirds. 33 When the enclosure of commons and 
wasteland began in the late fifteenth century, a specialisation in agriculture also took 
place. This was especially so in the hilly eastern and south-eastern parts of the county, 
where dairy and stockfarming was gaining importance, while in the north-east, in the 
Vale of Belvoir and around Melton Mowbray, grain production was of growing 
significance. In this region most of the enclosures occurred during the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries. By 1700 approximately half of the county's acreage was 
enclosed. Between 1730 and 1810 there were 148 Parliamentary enclosures, and in 
1809 William Pitt observed that 'a very large proportion of this county has been 
enclosed', and that 'the whole county does not contain more than 6 or 8 open fields'. 34 

Table 1: Values of inventories, 1675-1699 

Small Town 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Ashby de la Zouch 77 (66) 113 (6.0%) 51 (33 .3%) 81 (66.7%) 213 309 1 

Billesdon 45 (24) 73 (12.5%) 51 (70.8%) 31 (29.2%) 175 175 
Castle Donington 117 (36) 197 (22.2%) 131 (66.7%) 90 (33.3%) 588 588 
Hallaton 80 (40) 146 (35.0%) 77 (70.0%) 84 (30 .0%) 357 357 
Hinckley 87 (57) 66 (12.3%) 80 (42.1%) 93 (57.9%) 119 4742 

Loughborough 106 (102) 66 (11.8%) 49 (36.3%) 140 (63.7%) 191 16763 

Lutterworth 86 (75) 110 (9.3%) 82 (42 .6%) 90 (47.4%) 312 421 4 

Market Bosworth 71 (37) 122 (10.8%) 75 (64.9%) 63 (35.1%) 312 411 5 

Market Harborough 134 (54) 135 (3.7%) 87(11.1%) 160 (88 .9%) 226 10086 

Melton Mowbray 180 (75) 163 (6.6%) 81 (42.6%) 251 (57.4%) 401 20007 

Mountsorrel 123 (26) 181 (15.4%) 35 (34.6%) 161 (65.4%) 425 491 8 

Col. 1: Average value in pounds (total number of inventories) 
Col. 2: Average value of inventories of agriculturalists in pounds (% of all inventories) 
Col. 3: Average value of inventories with at least one third agricultural goods (% of all 

inventories) 
Col. 4: Average value of inventories without agricultural goods (% of all inventories) 
Col. 5: Largest agrarian inventory in pounds 
Col. 6: Largest inventory in pounds 
1 Coppersmith 
5 Butcher 

2 Tallow chandler 
6 Mr (unspecified) 

3 Gentleman 4 Joiner 
7 Mr (without agriculture) 8 Fellmonger 

Small towns profited from the modernisation of agriculture in two ways. Firstly, by 
the marketing of increased amounts of agricultural produce which went via the small 

32. J. Pauen, English Towns 1500-1700, p.17. Folkestone: Dawson, 1978 
33. VCH Leics, 2, p.211 
34. Pitt, General View, as n.18, p.6835. Goodacre, 'Lutterworth', as n . 7, pp.202-4; Fleming, 'Local 

Market', as n.29, p.7 
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town, and, secondly, by the strengthening of the central-place function of certain 
towns. Many craftsmen and unemployed farmhands were forced to leave the 
countryside because they were unable to pursue dual occupations within the 
framework of commercialised agriculture. Nevertheless farmers continued to be the 
social and, especially, the economic elite of small town society up to the second half of 
the seventeenth century, a point made by Goodacre and Fleming in their studies of 
Lutterworth and Melton Mowbray. 35 Table 1 shows clearly that the value of 
inventories drawn up for those engaged in agriculture was still above the average for all 
inventories in the period between 1675 and 1699. Only in Hinckley, Loughborough, 
Market Harborough and Melton Mowbray were the non-agricultural sectors of the 
economy important sources of wealth. This is clear from the figures in column 4 of 
Table 1 which summarises the value of all inventories without agricultural goods. 
Nevertheless, the continued importance of agricultural wealth in the urban economy is 
shown by the fact that in four of the smallest towns (Billesdon, Castle Donington, 
Hallaton and Market Bosworth) less than a third of the inventories failed to include 
any agricultural goods . Column 5 also demonstrates that agriculture was still 
important in all small town economies during the last quarter of the seventeenth 
century. Column 3 includes inventories where more than a third of the total value of 
the estate was mad-e up of agricultural goods though the individual might outwardly 
only have pursued farming as a secondary occupation. This column includes the 
inventories of a number of craftsmen whose personal estates consisted only of one or 
two cows and a couple of sheep and nothing further of value. Except for Billesdon, 
Castle Donington and Market Bosworth the average value of these inventories was 
always lower than the overall average. A comparison of this column with column 4 
reveals the more advanced state of urbanisation in Loughborough, Market 
Harborough and Melton Mowbray, at least in economic terms. In these towns the 
value of non-agricultural inventories was two or even three times higher than the 
agricultural inventories. An analysis of the parish registers for the eighteenth century 
reveals that only a small number were actually called farmers, which indicates that 
agriculture was of declining importance in small town economies. Towards the end of 
the seventeenth century the proportion of agricultural employment in Market 
Harborough was just below 6 per cent. Towards the end of the period analysed this 
share had declined to less than 6 per cent in all the small towns in Leicestershire 
except Hallaton (12.8 per cent). Moreover, the extremely low percentages of 
agricultural employment for Market Harborough (1.8 per cent) and Hinckley (1.4 per 
cent) are remarkable. These towns belonged to the group that had become extremely 
specialised in industrial and commercial terms. 36 

Markets and fairs were the most important institutions for the exchange of 
agricultural produce in pre-industrial England. In 1680, John Adams listed 752 
market towns throughout the country. In Great Britain's Vade-Mecum for 1720, 614 
market towns are listed, but this figure had fallen to 574 by the end of the eighteenth 
century. 37 Disregarding Billesdon, which obtained market rights in 1618 (showing 

35. Goodacre, 'Lutterworth', as n .7, pp.202-4; Fleming, 'Local Market', as n .29, p .7. 
36. For the data on occupations the registrations of baptisms, marriages and burials were used. Between 

two-thirds and three-quarters of the registrations provide informations on the fathers, grooms and 
those who were buried, though there are some important exceptions. Not more than 40 per cent of 
the entries in the parish registers for Loughborough in the late seventeenth and the first half of the 
eighteenth centuries record occupations, compared with between 90 and 98 per cent for Hallaton and 
Market Harborough. On the methodological problems and procedure, see Graf 1987, as n . l, pp.66-
69. Details and further occupational data are to be found ibid., pp.94-9, 120-2 

37. cf. The Agrarian History of England and Wales, 1640-1750, ed., J. Thirsk, 5.2, p.411. Cambridge: 
University Press, 1985 
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the growth of this town in the second half of the sixteenth century), all the small 
towns of Leicestershire had markets and fairs dating back to the Middle Ages. 
Melton Mowbray and Market Harborough are both unusual examples. Melton is 
one of the few towns mentioned as having a market in Domesday Book (1086). 
Market Harborough, on theother hand, was a new foundation established in the 
twelfth century. The market was not granted to an existing town or village, but to a 
new settlement intended as a market town from the start. The significance of a market 
for the small towns can be best gauged by examining the few surviving maps and 
ground plans dating from before 1800. In the case of Lutterworth and Market 
Harbornugh, the market-places were not specifically located within the existing fabric 
of the town, but rather the towns were located around the market places. In all the 
other small towns the main street was widened in order to provide space for the 
market stalls, beast paddocks and market buildings necessary for the market. 

The most important function of the small towns within the emerging system of 
modernised and commercialised agriculture was the wholesale marketing of 
agricultural produce. This meant that their function as collector and distributor 
became more important than their traditional retail function of supplying the 
population of the town and countryside with food. The agricultural produce of the 
hinterland was collected in the small town, and instead of being bought directly by the 
consumers, it was supplied to a supra-regional or even national market. For example, 
the selling of bread and meat, evident in most Leicestershire small town markets 
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, served not only the urban but the rural 
population as well. Goodacre has shown for Lutterworth that on market days much 
more bread was produced than was needed by the town's inhabitants. 

This combination of retailing and wholesaling is also seen in the butchers' trade. 
Lutterworth's market building, for example, contained seven butcher's stalls. 38 At 
Market Harborough there were 32 butcher's stalls in the market hall when it was 
demolished in 1737.39 A similar phenomenon can be observed for Melton Mowbray, 
where all but three of the butchers located in the Wreake Valley lived.40 

The regional specialisation of agricultural markets in many small towns should also 
be noted. Loughborough and Market Harborough, for example, were well known 
sheep markets, and in Hinckley, Hallaton and Market Harborough prominent horse 
fairs were held. 41 Peter Edwards has shown that horse fairs in the Midlands were 
linked to the national market system, and that they adjusted themselves to meet the 
demand for coach- and work-horses in the bigger county towns and London.42 

Although the agricultural produce of the hinterland was collected in the small towns, 
markets were of declining importance for the supra-regional trade. The factors, agents 
and middlemen, described by Defoe, met with graziers and farmers in the numerous 
inns and alehouses completing their large-scale deals without any sacks of grain or 
cattle appearing in the open market. Carriers were subsequently employed to organise 
the costly transport of produce from the graziers or farmers to the growing centres of 
consumption, in particular London and the port and manufacturing towns. 43 In 
addition to . the coexistence of the private and open markets, retailing outside the 

38. Goodacre, 'Lunerworth', as n.7, pp.220, 232 
39. J. C. Davies, Georgian Harborough, p.41. Market Harborough: 1969 
40. Fleming, 'Local Market System', as n.29, p.167 
41. cf. The Agrarian History of England and Wales, 1500-1640, ed. J. Thirsk, 4, p.488. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1967 
42. P. R. Edwards, 'The Horse Trade of the Midlands in the Seventeenth Century', Agricultural History 

Review, 27 (1979), pp.90-100 
43. D . Defoe, The complete English Tradesman, 2 vols., p.181. London: Charles Rivington, 1745 
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market was of growing importance. Grocers and shopkeepers became increasingly 
significant in satisfying the everyday needs of the small town inhabitants. The origins 
of retailing were also closely connected with trade located in inns and alehouses. 44 Inn 
and alehouse-keepers were engaged in the sale of grocery as a sideline up to the 
eighteenth century. 

The increasing differentiation in the production of manufactured goods, the wide 
ranging changes on the supply side, and, first and foremost, the growing wealth of the 
small towns which were founded on a wider economic basis than agriculture alone, 
led to an increase in retailing in th" second half of the seventeenth century which 
reached its early heyday in the eighteenth century. In the period between 1600 and 
1650, 28 per cent of the church and town officials in Melton Mowbray were still 
farmers, while 33 per cent were retailers. Between 1651 and 1700 the proportion of 
farmers amongst the same group of officials fell to only 15 per cent, while the 
proportion of retailers rose to 41 per cent. Nevertheless, all these retailers still had 
links to agriculture in some way. The earliest inventory of a mercer which did not 
record any agricultural goods only dates from 1694.45 The growing importance of 
retailing for everyday supply led to a decline of many markets and fairs during the 
eighteenth century, especially in towns which did not experience industrial or 
commercial specialisation and growth. Thus Throsby noted for Market Bosworth, 
that it 

had once a considerable market on Wednesday; but now it is of inconsiderable note. 
On my visit to this place, it was on a market-day: a few baskets of butter and eggs, half 
a dozen pigs, and not so many stalls, with some butchers meat and other wares 
thereon, and about 15 or 16 people, constituted the market at 12 o'clock of the day. 46 

It is worth mentioning that the development of retailing corresponded to the 
general development of the small town and its typical specialisation. The data 
available in parish registers, and from the 1790's in commercial directories, 
shows, for example, that Ashby-de-la-Zouch and Melton Mowbray had a 
relatively high number of specialised shops in proportion to their population. 
This corresponds with their specialisation as a spa town and a hunting centre . 
Industrial expansion could lead to an increase in the numbers of retail shops, but 
not necessarily to an increase in their quality. For example, by the end of the 
eighteenth century the retail sector in Hinckley was characterised by shops which 
were far less specialised, though it was the largest small town in the county after 
Loughborough, and significantly larger than either Ashby-de-la-Zouch or Melton 
Mowbray. In the 1820s, 20 of the 43 shops in Hinckley listed in Pigot's 
Commercial Directory were only described as grocers. In terms of retailing Market 
Harborough seems to be the most interesting town. Although throughout the 
eighteenth century it had ranked amongst the smaller towns in the county, it 
nevertheless contained the widest variety of specialised retail shops. Location was 
the crucial factor in the case of Harborough. The town, located on one of the 
principal roads of the country, provides an excellent example of a thoroughfare or 
coaching town. 

44. cf. P. Clark The English Alehouse: a Social History, 1200-1830, pp.281-3. London: Longmans, 1983 
45 . Fleming, 'Local Market System', as n.29, pp.177-80 
46. Throsby, Supplementary Volume, as n. l l, p.305 
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Table 2: Shop Tax 1787* 

Shop tax in Shop tax out Total 
small towns of small towns shop tax 

£ s. d. £ s. d. £ s. d. 
Billesdon 
Hallaton 5 8 
Market Harborough 15 15 11 

Gartree Hundred 16 1 7 9 3 3 25 4 10 
Melton Mowbray 4 6 8 

Framland Hundred 4 6 8 2 10 4 9 6 
Ashby de la Zouch 7 2 4 
Castle Donington 12 0 
Loughborough 3 16 0 
Mountsorrel 12 4 

West Goscote Hundred 12 2 8 19 0 13 1 8 
Lutterworth 4 5 0 

Guthlaxton Hundred 4 5 0 5 0 4 10 0 
Market Bosworth 7 4 
Hinckley 7 3 6 

Sparkenhoe Hundred 7 10 10 5 4 7 16 2 

* PRO, E182/535, Exchequer Tax Accounts, Land and Assessed Taxes, Subsidiary Documents 

This was already true as early as 1637 when Harborough was described as a 'great 
thoroughfare [which] consisted most of inns and tradesmen' .47 It seems likely that the 
retail trade subsequently profited from the through traffic in a similar way. 48 The 
country folk who had come to the small towns on market days for centuries also later 
came to shop. In 1681 an anonymous author wrote that 'for now in every country 
village . . . not above ten houses, there is a shopkeeper' . 49 In the case of Leicestershire 
this remark appears to be an exaggeration, for the shop tax list from the late 1780s 
shows that shops were concentrated in small towns (c.f. Table 2) . The highest tax 
return was recorded for Market Harborough, while the tax paid in Loughborough and 
Hinckley is surprisingly low. Certain shops, for example bread shops, bakeries and 
those valued at less than £5 rent per annum, were excluded from this tax, so the 
quality of most of the shops in both the latter towns must have corresponded with the 
distressed living conditions of the textile workers and day labourers who were the main 
inhabitants. In the north-eastern and eastern parts of the county in particular, shops 
were concentrated in small towns. In the Framland Hundred, £4 6s. 8d. out of the 
total tax of £4 9s. 6d. was paid for shops in Melton Mowbray. This indicates that 
there can only have been one or two large shops in the rest of the Hundred. A different 
pattern prevailed in Gartree Hundred. Only three-fifths of the total tax of £25 4s. 1 Od. 
were paid by shops in Market Harborough, while the large villages with rural textile 
industry, for example Kibworth Harcourt and Glen Magna, paid another £10. 

47 . Market Harborough Parish Records 1531-1837, ed., J.E. Stocks and W . B. Bragg, p.319. London: Elliot 
Stock, 1926 

48. cf. Graf 1987, as n. l, pp.123-32 and table C.VII 
49. The Trade of England Revived and the Abuses Thereof Rectified. London: 1681 
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IV 

These changes in the type of output affected the social and cultural development of 
the small town. The urban poor can not be compared with the pauperised industrial 
proletariat of the nineteenth century, and there is no evidence for a discernible pre
industrial working-class during the eighteenth century. Nevertheless, the 1670 
Hearth Tax does give an impression of what proportion the poor formed of the total 
population. Billesdon and Halla ton apparently had the highest level. 50 It seems 
possible that in these towns there is a connection between early enclosure and the 
pauperisation of the landless farm labourer and of the craftsman, who had previously 
engaged in part-time farming. The most severe protest against enclosure eventually 
took place in Hallaton in 1617 under the leadership of a weaver, Thomas 
Bleivepusse. Just as the population shifted from the eastern parts of the county, so 
the centres of poverty also moved to the west. Poverty was subject to the same 
principles as the urbanisation process itself, increase and concentration . 

Table 3: Tax on Waggons, Coaches and Horses, 1788* 

Tax on waggons Tax on horses 
and coaches 
£ s. d. £ s. d. 

Ashby de la Zouch 29 16 0 53 10 0 
Billesdon 2 10 0 10 0 0 
Castle Donington 52 12 0 30 10 0 
Hallaton 5 12 0 15 10 0 
Hinckley 29 4 0 39 10 0 
Loughborough 125 14 0 68 15 0 
Lutterworth 41 15 0 35 10 0 
Market Bosworth 7 0 0 17 0 0 
Market Harborough 104 13 0 46 5 0 
Melton Mowbray 30 6 0 42 5 0 
Mountsorrel 8 6 0 19 10 0 

* PRO, E182/538, part 1 

The focal points of poverty in the eighteenth century were in the south-west of the 
county, around Hinckley and Earl Shilton, the Soar Valley from Leicester down the 
river to Barrow-on-Soar, Loughborough and Shepshed. This shift of poverty was a 
function of two factors : migration and the system of poor-law apprenticeships. This 
system is evidence that the region experienced industrial stimulus on the one hand, 
and growing poverty problems on the other. 51 There were, for instance, 29 poor 
apprentices out of a total of 38 in Billesdon leaving their home town between 174 7 
and 1800. Twenty of them became apprenticed to framework-knitters . . The 
concentration on framework-knitting is even more evident in the case of Mountsorrel. 
Twenty-four out of 30 poor male children left their home town between 1751 and 
1800 to become apprenticed to framework-knitters. Fourteen went to Quorndon and 
Barrow-on-Soar in the neighbourhood of Mountsorrel, two went to Shepshed, one to 

50. cf. Graf 1987, as n.l, p.153, table D .I 
51. cf. G . J. Ashworth, 'Some Uses of Apprenticeship Indentures in Local Studies', Local Historian, 8 

(1968-9) , pp.232-36 
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Hinckley and the others were scattered over the rest of the western part of 
Leicestershire. None, however, went to the east of the county. The poor apprentices 
are of course only one aspect of a more comprehensive shift of the population from the 
east to the west. In 1809 William Pitt stated that 

The poor's rates in this county are very various: in many of the parishes merely 
agricultural, ... that kept clear of manufactures the poor's rates continued low. But in 
the manufacturing districts, and in some distressing seasons the poor's rates have risen 
to enormous height. 52 

The distress of industrial pauperism was yet to come. Hinckley was severely affected 
after the Napoleonic Wars, and again in the 1840s, when 2500 inhabitants received 
poor relief and only 450 people were assessed for the poor rate. The other 3500 
inhabitants of the total population of approximately 6500 were too poor to be 
assessed, though not poor enough to receive relief. 53 

Apart from this class of urban poor, two other groups in eighteenth-century 
society were very important in the urbanisation of the small towns, the gentry 
and even more the middle-class. The 'growing urbanisation' of the gentry from 
the seventeenth century onwards was one of the factors which led to an 'urban 
renaissance'. 54 The gentry were the main link between the urban life of the 
Metropolis, the larger county towns and the provincial towns. Not all the gentry 
moved to London during the Season, nor did they remain there for the whole 
year. Because of this, the gentry looked for alternative meeting-places. 

Table 4: Tax on Domestic Servants, 1788* 

Ratio of 
Male servants Female servants Male : Female 
£ s. d. £ s. d. 

Ashby de la Zouch 7 10 0 8 0 0 2:1 
Billesdon 5 0 0 12 0 8:1 
Castle Donington 54 15 0 8 12 0 6:1 
Hallaton 3 15 0 15 0 5:1 
Hinckley 10 0 0 8 17 0 1:1 
Loughborough 42 10 0 14 10 0 3:1 
Lutterworth 10 0 0 5 7 6 2:1 
Market Bosworth 23 0 0 2 2 6 11:1 
Market Harborough 32 12 6 9 10 0 3:1 
Melton Mowbray 11 5 0 8 17 6 1:1 
Mountsorrel 8 15 0 1 12 6 7:1 

* PRO, £182/538, part 1 

52. Pitt, General View, as n.18, p .48 
53. For an account of Hinckley in the mid-nineteenth century, see S. A. Royle, "'The spiritual destitution 

is excessive - the poverty overwhelming": Hinckley in the mid-nineteenth century', TLAHS, S4 (1978-
9), pp.51-60 

54. F . J. Fisher, 'The Development of London as a Centre of Conspicious Consumption,' in Essays in 
Economic History, ed., E. M . Carus-Wilson, 1, pp.197-207, here p.199. London: Edward Arnold, 
1966; P. Borsay, 'The English Urban Renaissance: the Development of Provincial Urban Culture, 
1680-1760', Social History, S (1977), pp.581-603, here p .582 



116 

There were, for example, the principal inns of the small towns, and the bowling green, 
which by 1700 was 'the sine qua non of urbanity'. 55 Macky reported in 1722 that 
frequent meetings of gentlemen from the surrounding country and towns took place 
on the bowling-green of Ashby-de-la-Zouch during the summer. The most important 
fact about this development was that the landed elite met the newly formed urban elite 
of professionals, civil servants, tradesmen and agents, in other words the middling sort. 
During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, however, the proportion of the 
gentry in the total population of the small towns was not significant. Consequently it 
was the new middle-class that introduced modem urban life and culture to the small 
towns. In those towns that were declining and stagnating the proportion of middle
class fell during the eighteenth century. At the beginning of the nineteenth century 
they only formed 4 per cent of the population in Billesdon, 9 per cent in 
Loughborough, 12 per cent in Hinckley, compared with 23 per cent in Market 
Harborough. 56 

In addition to the specialised functions of producing, consuming and administering 
there was another activity in the small towns which characterised and spread modem 
urbanity: serving, Of course there had always been servants and maids in the 
households of urban craftsmen as well as in rural farmhouses, but during the 
seventeenth and especially the eighteenth centuries they became an urban class of their 
own, the 'Domestic Servant Class'. 57 The new middle-class household, in particular, 
employed many domestic servants. 'At present every trader in any degree of credit, 
every broker and attorney maintains a couple of footmen, a coachman and a 
postillion', Tobias Smolett mocked in the Expedition of Humphrey Clinker (1771). The 
crucial fact was that the domestic servants started to live in a world separated from the 
life of their masters. Previously servants had lived either in the farm households in 
which they were employed, or completely separated from their masters, even by birth, 
as in the aristocratic households. In the middle-class households of the eighteenth 
century this separation was artificial not organic. Since it was only the way of life, and 
of course the income, which distinguished masters from servants, it is not surprising 
that the servants tried to imitate the life of their superiors. Since the majority of the 
servants were of rural origin, and came from lower-class families, their role in 
spreading the modem urban lifestyle marked by attitudes, fashionable dress, taste, 
leisure and even nutrition, was significant, so that 'the eye of the most skilful 
connoisseur could scarcely distinguish [ the maid] from her mistress' . 58 Thus typical 
English habits like snuffing and tea-drinking, which had been introduced to upper and 
middle-class Englishmen in the seventeenth century, were transmitted to the lower
classes via domestic servants. 59 

One cannot gain very satisfactory figures for the number of servants in the small towns 
from parish registers. Only the tax on servants which was initiated by William Pitt the 
Younger in 1788, provides an indication of their numbers (c.f. Table 4). In most small 
towns there were .as many domestic servants as there were households, though there are 
some important and remarkable exceptions. The relatively high taxation in Castle 
Donington and Market Bosworth is striking, and is probably explained by the 
aristocratic households of the Earls of Huntingdon and Denbigh in these towns. 
Although Hinckley was the biggest small town in the county after Loughborough, it 
55 . Country Towns in Pre-Industrial England, ed., P. Clark, p.21. Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1981 
56. Graf 1987, as n. l, table C.IX-XN 
57. J. J. Hecht, The Domestic Servant Class in Eighteenth Century England. London: Routledge & Kegan, 

1956 
58. J. W. von Archenholz, A Picture of England, p.208. Dublin: P. Byrne, 1791 
59. Hecht, Domestic Servant Class, as n.57. pp.222-25 
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From Throsby, Select Views, facing p.350 

had relatively few domestic servants since there were very few middle-class households 
in this town, probably because of the specialisation in framework-knitting. On the 
other hand there were plenty of middle-class households in Market Harborough, 23 
per cent of the gainfully employed population of Market Harborough were either 
professionals, tradesmen or innkeepers. All these households, the latter especially, 
employed domestic servants. 

The emergence of these new classes in the small towns of Leicestershire 
transformed the cultural nature of the towns as well. The records providing 
information on cultural life in small towns before the modern period are very 
incomplete. A rough idea is possible by analysing newspaper advertisements. For 
example, an 'Annual concert by Gentlemen and a Ball' in Ashby-de-la-Zouch, horse 
races, cock fights and a comedy performance in Loughborough, were advertised as 
early as 1752.60 In major cities like Bristol, York or Norwich such events took place in 

60. Leicester and Nottingham Journal, 26 Sep. 1771; W. Cook, Bygone Loughborough. Chapters of Local 
History from the Earliest Days to the Incorporation of the Borough, pp.37-8. Loughborough: John Corah & 
Son Ltd., 1934 
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newly built theatres and ball-rooms from the end of the seventeenth century. 61 

Loughborough during the 1780s had only about 4000 inhabitants, nevertheless 'King 
Lear' was performed at the 'New Theatre in Loughborough' in 1783.62 This may have 
been an exception for a small town, but such events were only the most spectacular 
and extraordinary aspects of the new urban life in the small towns. 

More important were the various clubs and societies in which the new urban elite of 
gentlemen, professionals and townsmen, who were not willing to take part in the old 
style of medieval civic community, satisfied their intellectual and social longings. 63 

There was a 'Tradesmen's Benefit Society' in Lutterworth from 1747, for example, 
and in the second half of the eighteenth century an 'Association for the Prosecution of 
Felons' was founded in Loughborough.64 It is important to note that these societies 
sought to improve the position of their members and, indeed, often of the whole of the 
town, as in the case of the Association at Loughborough. Nevertheless, these societies 
also served as meeting places for the new urban middle-class. In this context the 
reading societies were crucial for the spread of culture in the eighteenth century, which 
was characterized by reading, intellectual discourse and the desire for education. Very 
little research has been done on this subject. 65 

In the case of Market Harborough the cultural life of the town was heavily 
dependent on four men: Samuel Rouse, William Harrod and their sons Rowland and 
William Harrod jr. Samuel Rouse came to Market Harborough in 1729 and opened a 
drapery shop in the High Street. He held a series of town and parish offices from 1737. 
From the 17 40s he was in correspondence with different scholars of the region. 
William Harrod came to Market Harborough as a master ofthe Grammar School in 
1752, but left after a dispute with the trustees of the school over what he considered 
'subjects useful on their [the pupils] position in life'. 66 On the advice of his friend 
Samuel Rouse he opened a bookshop and stationers at the Sheep Market in Market 
Harborough. Soon afterwards he advertised in the Northampton Mercury that 

Gentlemen Ladies and others who are disposed to read Modem Books at an easy Rate, 
may be duly and carefully supplied by subscribing to his Circulating Library aforesaid 
... Likewise Subscriptions are taken in for Magazines, and for any other Monthly and 
Weekly numbers.67 

His circulation library (which was a type of reading society) contained 300 volumes in 
1763. Harrod also started a printing business. Besides publishing works by the Rev. 
Stephen Addington, one of the first books he printed was the History of Charities in 
Market Harborough by Rowland Rouse. The book had 200 subscribers, a considerable 
number since the town only had about 1,500 inhabitants at this time. From 1758, 
Harrod also ran a boarding school. He advertised that 'Youths are boarded and taught 
Writing, Arithmetic, Merchant-Accompts, Surveying and Dialling, both Theoretical 
and Practical, Algebra, Grammar, Etc. at Twelve Pounds per Annum, and a Guinea 
Entrance'.68 Finally he was headmaster of the grammar school from 1780 until his 
61. Borsay, 'English Urban Renaissance' , as n.54, p.584 
62. Leicester and Nottingham Journal, 19 Apr. 1783 
63. P . Clark, Sociability and Urbanity: Clubs and Societies in the Eighteenth Century City. Eighth H.J. Dyos 

Memorial Lecture, Leicester, 23rd April 1986. Leicester: University Press, 1986, p .6 
64. Goodacre, 'Lutterworth', as n.7 , p.18; Cook, Bygone Loughborough, as n.60, p .40 
65. cf. K . Flavell, 'Der aufgekHirte Leser in den jungen Industriestiidten. Eine Studie zur Liverpool 

Library 1758-1790', Lesegesellschaften und biirgerliche Emanzipation, ed., 0. Dann, pp . 123-42. 
Munchen: Beck, 1981 

66. Davies, Georgian Harborough, as n.39, p .92 
67. Davies, as n.39, p.93 
68. Davies, as n.39, p.93 
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Map of Market Harborough, from William Harrod jr., History of Market Harborough and its vicinity. 
Market Harborough: Harrod, 1808 

death in 1805. His business was continued by his son William Harrod jr., who 
published a History of Market Harborough and its vicinity in 1808. This and the earlier 
publication by Rowland Rouse show that even small towns participated in the 
development of an urban self-consciousness involving the examination of one's own 
origins and the past of the town one lived in. 69 

69. P. Clark, 'Visions of the Urban Community: Antiquarians and the English City before 1800,' The 
Pursuit of Urban History, ed. D. Fraser and A. Sutcliffe, pp.121-3. London: Edward Arnold, 1983 
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V 

By the nineteenth century the function and structure of Leicestershire small towns had 
diverged considerably. 70 Originally small towns differed very little from one another in 
their functions as markets for their agricultural hinterlands, in population or in terms of 
their economic and social structures. Far-reaching changes occurred during the pre
industrial urbanisation process, however, which may be defined as the transition from 
incoherent homogeneity to coherent heterogeneity. It is crucial when describing this 
process not to stick too closely to the statistics, nor to force the individual towns into a 
typology. Both methods lead to generalisations and the loss of the individuality of the 
towns. It has to be seen within a more general process of transformation and 
modernisation, the origins of which are to be found in the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries. Parallel to the commercialisation and specialisation on agriculture, some 
small towns developed specialised markets and fairs of supra-regional importance. 
Moreover, artisans and craftsmen became increasingly concentrated in certain small 
towns, thus promoting their central-place functions in the secondary sector of their 
economies. The regional division of Jabour which was originally restricted to agriculture 
continued in the industrial sector. This development was characterised by the decline of 
traditional industries in certain regions of the south and east of England dating back to 
the Middle Ages and the rise of new industries in central and northern England. 

The agricultural and industrial produce of this new economic system was no longer 
destined only for the local and regional market, but was increasingly intended for 

-----a~1~s-tant markets, notably the national, and with the prospering overseas trade, the 
international market. The 'local market system', which Fleming described for Melton 
Mowbray in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, belonged to the past. Meanwhile, 
the small towns had began to offer important new functions within the developing 
tertiary sector of large-scale economic and commercial transactions. Their role as 
collectors of agricultural produce, and as the meeting-points for producers, factors and 
middlemen, have already been discussed. The small towns also became important 
distributors for the industrial products from other regions, for overseas imports, luxury 
goods and for the artefacts of the new urban culture: textile, household and personal 
goods related to the growth of taste for fashion conscious consumer habits. This 
dissemination of urban culture was essential to the fulfilment of the socio-cultural role 
of the small towns in the transformation process from early modern, still old European, 
to modern Europe. Moreover, the small towns fitted into an increasingly complex 
prototype modern urban system because of their specialised modern economic 
functions. Thus the development of Leicestershire small towns, and of small towns in 
general, may be described as a transition from a 'organism to an organ' . 71 
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