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Enclosure and Landholding in 
the Soar Valley 
by Stephen Joyce 

The four contiguous Soar Valley parishes of Barrow upon Soar, Quorndon, 
Sileby and Mountsorrel North End were enclosed berween 1760 and 1781 - the 
first three between 1760 and 1763. This article constitutes a case study of the 
locality in terms of surviving sources relating to the enclosure process, effects on 
landownership and changes in landholding and land use. While the focus will be 
on the framework of each parish, similar experiences and analyses will be 
referred to in terms of the locality. Villages will be examined individually, with 
the general observations seen as a bonus rather than the basis of the 
investigation. Particular attention will be paid to the provisions of the actual 
enclosure awards themselves and extant land tax records between 1781 and 
1800. In relation to the latter, an amended version of previous turnover studies 
has been implemented to enable greater clarification of post-enclosure changes. 

Parliamentary enclosure began in the 1760s, and no English county was more affected 
than Leicestershire. Barrow upon Soar, Quorndon, and Sileby in the Soar Valley were 
enclosed between 1760 and 1763, and the contiguous village of Mountsorrel North 
End in 1781. As such they offer an interesting case study of the early business of 
Parliamentary enclosure, notably in relation to landholding. This article looks at the 
process of enclosure in the four parishes, and in particular at the effects of the 
legislation on landownership and changes in land holding. In doing so, it draws upon 
the provisions set out in the enclosure awards, but it goes one major step further. 
Much of the debate about Parliamentary enclosure has been framed in terms of the 
dispossession of the smaller owner and the small farmer, and his disappearance from 
the land to form the new industrial proletariat. This argument, first found in the work 
of the Hammonds and other historians writing at the beginning of the twentieth 
century1, has been questioned by those who have worked with Land Tax Assessment 
data. Davies, as long ago as the 1920s, Chambers in the 1950s, and Mingay in the 
1960s, all argued on the basis of the Land Tax Assessments that the small owner 
survived, and indeed prospered down to about 18152• However, so many doubts have 
been raised about the use of the Land Tax Assessments in this kind of study that at 
least one critic has dismissed them as being unusable by the historian. In fact, this is 
too draconian: as we show in this article, a relatively little known technique developed 
by Michael Turner, involving turnover studies, enables us to track changes in land-

1. J. L. Hammond and B. Hammond The Village Labourer, Longmans Green & Co., London, 1911 . 
2. E. Davies, The Small Landowner 1780-1832 in the Light of the Land Tax Assessments, Economic 

History Review, 1st Ser., (1927) 
J. D . Chambers, Enclosure and Labour Supply in the Industrial Revolution, Economic History Review, 
2nd Ser., 5, (1953) 
G . L. Mingay, The Land Tax Assessments and Small Landowners, Economic History Review, 2nd Ser., 
17, (1964) 
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ownership and land holdings in the wake of enclosure, and to use the findings to argue 
that small owners were not swept away at enclosure in the manner envisaged by the 
Hammonds3 • In what follows, the pattern of ownership and occupation in the four 
Soar Valley parishes is disentangled in the wake of Parliamentary enclosure, and 
conclusions offered about the pace of property turnover. 

'The first significant outburst of Parliamentary enclosure in Leicestershire occurred in 
1759 when eight Acts were passed'4. Among them there was the Act for Sileby: that for 
Barrow upon Soar following a year later. The chronological sequence for the remainder 
of the century was as follows: 5 

1. Parliamentary Enclosure Acts in Leicestershire 17 60-99 

Decade No. of Acts 
1760-9 46 
1770-9 42 
1780-9 16 
1790-9 23 

Source : H . G. Hunt. The Chronology of Parliamentary Enclosure 
Economic History Review 2nd Ser JO (1957), p. 266 

Almost two-thirds of the total number of enclosure acts for Leicestershire were passed in 
the 22 years between 1759 and 1781. Also included in this period were the two Acts for 
Quorndon in 1762 and Mountsorrel in 1781. The petitions for the bills invariably 
specified the names of leading, often absentee, landlords. In the case of Sileby, it 
mentioned James More Molyneux, Thomas Wallis and Thomas King; whilst the petition 
for Barrow upon Soar included 'Francis, Earl of Huntingdon; the Master, Fellows and 
Scholars of St. John's College, Cambridge; Rev. William Burrows, Sir Thomas Parkyns, 
Sir John Danvers, Bart, and Joseph Boyer, gentleman'. At Quorndon, the petition had 
the names of Francis, Earl of Huntingdon, Ann Bowles, St. John's College, Rev. William 
Burrows, Sir John Danvers and Sir Wolston Dixie on it, as absentee owners; while locally 
resident large landowners Edward Farnham and Hugo Meynell also figured. The 
Mountsorrel petition was headed by Sir John Danvers and was presented as a bill and 
shepherded through the House of Commons by William Pochin, a large landowner in 
neighbouring Sileby, who also held land in Mountsorrel North End. 6 

The Sileby petition, which stated, ' ... the said Fields and Meadows lie intermixed and 
dispersed and are inconveniently situated, and are at present incapable of any 
considerable Improvement . . . ' did not have unanimous support. Overt opposition at 
parliamentary level is indicated in reports, such as ' ... the Parties concerned have given 
their consent to the Bill ... except the proprietors of 247 acres'. This represents around 
five per cent of the 2153 allotted in the parish. The committee made 'several Amend-

3. M . Turner, Parliamentary Enclosure and Land Ownership Change in Buckinghamshire, Economic 
History Review, 2nd Ser., 28, (1975) 

4. H. G . Hunt, The Chronology of Parliamentary Enclosure, Economic History Review, 2nd Ser. , 10 
(1957). p.266 . 

5. Ibid. 
6. Impropriators of the 'Great Tythes' were William Pochin (Sileby), Wm. Burrows and Charity Trustees 

(Barrow), Ann Bowles (Quorndon), Sir John Danvers (Mountsorrel North End). 'Small Tythes' were 
held by the same individuals apart from Quorndon, where Wm. Burrows and Edward Farnham held a 
moiety each. 
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ments thereinto' which were 'incorporated into the Bill and 'agreed by the House'.7 The 
petition and bill for Barrow upon Soar also encountered opposition in committee 
through a counter-petition presented by 'Thomas Babington . .. of Rothley Temple' 
supported by 'William Ruding of West Coates'.8 Counsel was heard for the original 
petition and counter petition and 'a number of Amendments made'. At the final reading 
it was stated 'that the Parties concerned had given their Consent to the Bill ... except the 
Proprietors of Sixteen Acres and Two Roods, who refused to sign the Bill', which 
became an Act on 22 May 1760.9 As the Hammonds stated, 'the suffrages were not 
counted but weighed'. The rule required two-thirds to four-fifths majority of landowners 
by value. Though it is difficult to surmise, it is fair to say that in the case of the locality, 
pre-petition negotiations and agreement among leading landowners (including a signifi
cant proportion of lesser landowners) was effective in bringing about the desired purpose. 
Possibly, there may have been a 'snowball' effect; as Kirkland in his letter to Wm 
Burrows on 1 st February, 17 60 says, ' ... have got a great majority of property to the Bill 
... almost everyone has signed'. Although everyone who lived in the four parishes would 
be affected by enclosure, only 'property' counted in the deliberations. 

The commissioners appointed to carry out the business are shown to be the same 
personnel in several of the enclosures. Thus William Wyatt, Thomas Oldknow, John 
Watkinson and John Stone, who carried out the delicate functions of judge and advocate 
in the enclosure of Sileby were also commissioners for Barrow, whose Award followed 
some thirteen months later. Commissioners appear to have worked part-time, some
times dealing with a number of enclosures simultaneously. Indeed, their role seems to 
have been mainly of implementing the legal process and adjudicating various claims 
and representations judging by the evidence contained in the Mountsorrel Com
missioners' Minute Book. 10 One is left with the impression that it was the Surveyor who 
did much of the ground work. At the time of the Sileby and Barrow upon Soar 
enclosures, nearby enclosures of the parishes at Barkby, Birstall, Loughborough and 
Thurmaston were also taking place. In 1762, William Wyatt and Thomas Oldknow 
went on to act as enclosure commissioners for Quorndon, aided by a new com
missioner, the same John Kirkland who acted as a mediator in securing sufficient 
support for the Barrow upon Soar petition and collected the £1,650, 6s 21/zd, necessary 
to pay the commissioners for their work in that parish. 11 

An analysis of aspects of the land dispositions at Enclosure in the four parishes reveals 
some interesting facts. At Quomdon, the largest seven landowners received around three
fifths of the total acreage (875 acres), with the next 11 owning over one-fifth (324 acres). 
In other words, 18 out of the 61 landowners at Enclosure in Quomdon were awarded 
four-fifths of the entire acreage, the amount of landholding preponderance required for a 
petition to be accepted by Parliament. Thus 29 per cent of landowners had 80 per cent of 
the land in Quomdon in 1763, with 11 per cent owning over 60 per cent of the total 
acreage - which was 1480 acres, 1 rood, 12 perches. 12 The picture in Mountsorrel North 

7. Journal of the House of Commons, HMSO, London: (1781), p.158. 
8. Ibid, HMSO, London: (1759), p.380. 
9 . Ibid, HMSO, London: (1760), p .927. 

VCH; Leicestershire, Vol.II App.II, p.260, is mistaken in listing the Barrow upon Soar Enclosure Act as, 
'32 Geo II (1758-9)' . In fact it was 33 Geo II (1760). 

10. LLRRO 3D42/578/l l Mountsorrel Enclosure Act and Minute Book. 
11. LLRRO 5D33/160 Quomdon Enclosure Act and Award: DE97/1. Barrow-upon-Soar Enclosure Act and 

Award; R. H. Bennett, A Short History of Barrow-upon-Soar, Echo Press, Loughborough: (1998), p .4 7. 
12. LLRRO 5D33/160 Quomdon Enclosure Award. 
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End at enclosure in 1781, was probably even more marked. The enclosure of 
Mountsorrel North End was complicated by virtue ofit being carried out with, and at the 
same time as, that of Mountsorrel South End. The acreage (279 acres, 1 rood, 19 
perches) was small compared with its three neighbours in the locality and the amount 
belonging to Mountsorrel North End could be reasonably calculated at around half the 
total, or 139 acres. Considering Sir John Danvers was awarded around 72 acres and the 
institution of Barrow Hospital around 42 acres, the weight of property in the parish was 
overwhelmingly in a few hands. The remaining holders of land were characterised by the 
small sizes of their allotments. The acreage consisted of the parcelling out of Hawcliffe 
Field and meadows. There was, however, a unique inclusion in the Mountsorrel Award, 
compared to the other villages in the locality. Whereas other awards such as that of 
Barrow upon Soar took pains to include phrases like ' .. . All right of common is to cease 
[and] forever be extinguished', the reverse applied in Mountsorrel. The Award 
specifically set aside Mountsorrel Hills as 'commonable ground', the area being around 
76 acres. Rights of common were assigned in relation to property rights. 13 

In Sileby the leading ten landowners received 1290 of the 2153 acres at Enclosure, or 
59 per cent of the total acreage. The next nine largest landholders took the figure up to 
1560 acres, which meant of the 61 landowners who received allotments, less than a 
third owned 72 per cent of the land in the parish. 14 At Barrow upon Soar the degree of 
the influence of large landowning was least felt. Elliott in his research on the Perkins 
family mentions that there was noticeable evidence of the strength of yeoman farmers 
and small holders. 15 Certainly, Barrow upon Soar had a far greater number of recipients 
of land at Enclosure than any other parish in the locality, with 103 individuals and 
institutions mentioned. Of the 2,250 acres, which was comparable in size and land type 
with Sileby, the largest 12 landowners were awarded 976 acres or 48.3 per cent of the 
total acreage. There were 42 more individuals and institutions who received land at 
Enclosure than in either of the comparable neighbouring parishes. 16 Another feature of 
notable value is the incidence of cross-parish landholding or tenancy by farmers in the 
locality: for example, Thomas Babington had lands in Barrow, Sileby and Mountsorrel 
North End, William Leake held lands in Mountsorrel North End and Barrow, Edward 
Farnham held lands in Quorndon, Barrow and Sileby, Ann Ault in Sileby and 
Quorndon, Thomas Ferryman in Barrow and Sileby, and so on. It seems to have not 
been an exceptional matter also, for numbers of landowners from elsewhere (other than 
the locality) to have significant holdings , such as Sir Thomas Parkyn of East Leake, 
John Chamberlain of Willoughby, John Clarke of Shawdon, Matthew Steel of Lough
borough and William Herrick ofWoodhouse. 17 

'Visually, the impact of enclosure on the landscape was profound ... the change was 
most spectacular in Leicestershire.' 18 Of course, roads, bridle paths, footpaths, verges, 
bridges and fencing were statutorily incorporated in the awards, but the most con
spicuous element in the landscape of the four parishes in the years after Enclosure would 
be the small hedged 'fields'. Not only did the Awards specify smaller fields (mainly for 

13. LLRRO 20D/35/7 Mountsorrel Enclosure Award. 
14. LLRRO DE/50/6-7 Sileby Enclosure Award. See Figure 3. 
15. B. Elliott, The Perkins Family of Barrow-upon-Soar. Local Studies Section. Loughborough Library 

unclassified. 
16. LLRRO DE 97/1 Barrow-upon Soar Enclosure Award. 
17. Altogether 10 landowners have been identified, other that 'Petitioners', as having lands in the four 

parishes of the locality whilst living elsewhere. 
18. J. V. Beckett, The East Midlands from AD 1000, Longman, London: (1988), pp.200-1. 
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grazing purposes), but some of the older enclosures were reduced in size for the same 
reason. A much more uniform field-pattern emerged in terms of shape and size, parti
cularly where pasture use continued or conversion from arable to pasture was the 
objective, that is, a regular field-pattern of straight hedges and square or oblong-shaped 
fields of similar area.19 The monotonous field-pattern and 'continuous sheet of green
sward' was observed in north Leicestershire by Marshall in 1790. The variation in the 
size of the fields was evidenced in that some ran to 60 acres, though the majority were a 
more modest five to ten acres. In this grazing country Robert Bakewell commented, 'fifty 
acres of pasture ground divided into five enclosures will go as far in grazing cattle as sixty 
acres in one piece. Often each small field was grazed bare 'till you could whip a mouse 
across it' . 20 The cattle were moved around in a circular system so that they were always 
eating fresh, springing grass. Fences were erected prior to the hedgerows (usually quick
set, whitehorn or hawthorn) even when pre-Enclosure use of land did not change. The 
comparative absence of trees and the development of artificial coverts may have had 
something to do with the influence of fox-hunting in 'Quorn Country', as well as the 
perennially popular steeplechasing. 21 Although farmhouses could now be more 
conveniently situated amongst consolidated land, the move from the village street was 
not immediate . In Sileby the names of farms such as Quebec, Belle Isle, Hanover, 
Bunkers Hill and New York betray their ages, being built between 1763 and 1781.22 

Though Crabbe and Clare's sentimental and retrospective writings are more concerned 
with the vanished heathlands, their views could well express what less articulate and 
literate peasants may have felt after the enclosure 'walls' went up in the locality.23 

So far, using the enclosure awards, we have looked at the major land allocations 
which took place at the time of enclosure. The Hammonds took the view that this was a 
matter of class robbery, with the winners being the larger landowners (notably the 
church, the tithe holder, and the lord of the manor), and the losers being the smaller 
owners, the commoners and the squatters. In their view these last three groups were 
driven from the land by enclosure. Close investigation reveals that this is too simple. 
Everyone who could establish a claim to a land allocation beyond enclosure received 
one, but what did they do with it? The usual answer is that the holding was too small to 
be viable as a farm, not because it was one acre, three acres or even ten acres, but 
because of the loss of common rights, which were normally extinguished at enclosure. In 
other words, individuals lost the right of grazing their animals on the stubble after 
harvest, which was a vital part of the village economy since it provided 'free' feed for 
several weeks in the autumn. The loss of these rights, together with the loss of rights to 
graze animals on the commons, and to make a living from the common land, was 
considered sufficient to drive out the small owners . Thus, even those who were 
compensated at enclosure with a parcel of land found themselves forced to part with 
their property to rapacious landlords looking to consolidate their property, and to retreat 
from the land in search of work elsewhere. 

19. W. G . Hoskins, Making of the English Landscape, Hodder & Stoughton, London: (1955), p.145 . See 
Figure 4. 

20 . W . Marshall, Rural Economy of the East Midlands, G. Nichol, London: (1790). 
21. G . Ellis, Leicestershire and the Quorn Hunt, Edgar Backus, Leicester: (1951), p .26. 
22 . W. G . Hoskins, Making of the English Landscape, Longman, London: (1955), p . 157 . LLRRO 

DE/57/1-18. Deeds. 
23 . K. D . M . Snell, Annals of the Labouring Poor : Social and Agrarian Change in England, 1660-1900, 

Cambridge University Press, Cambridge: (1985), p.67. 



ENCLOSURE AND LANDHOLDING IN THE SOAR VALLEY 39 

All this is so well and good, but is it an accurate portrayal of the post-enclosure Soar 
Valley village? In what follows, a modified version of Turner's turnover methodology is 
used to analyse landholding in the four parishes beyond enclosure. Barrow upon Soar, 
Quorndon and Sileby were enclosed over twenty years before the earliest reliable Land 
Tax Assessments, which date from 1780. This provides us with an immediate 
methodological problem, which is not shared in the case of Mountsorrel, which was 
enclosed in 1781. Allowing for these difficulties, wthe Land Tax Assessments for the 
period post-1780 have been used, when tenants and owners are clearly distinguished. 
The four parishes have been analysed at three-year intervals between 1781 and 1800 
(with one four year gap as a result of a missing return). The records for 1781, 1784, 
1787, 1790, 1794 1797 and 1800, have been scrutinized to derive the results discussed 
below. For convenience, the period has been sub-divided into two, 1781-90 and 1790-
1800, to assess land turnover within each parish. Particular reference is paid to the small 
owner in every parish, and the locality in general. 

Comparing recipients of land in the three parishes enclosed in the 1760s with the 
Land Tax assessments for 1781 indicates a significant turnover of personnel between 
the date of the award and the latter date. In Barrow upon Soar, out of the 103 
individuals and institutions receiving allotments in 1761, 34 were not listed in the Land 
Tax Assessment for 1781. This represents a 33 per cent turnover in the 20 years since 
enclosure, 24 of those 34 individuals had been allotted less than 10 acres at enclosure, 
with 29 being allotted less than 20 acres . In Quorndon, of the 61 individuals and 
institutions allotted lands at enclosure, 17 did not reappear in the Land Tax Assessment 
for 1781, giving a turnover of 27 per cent in the 18 years since enclosure. Of the 17 
non-survivors, 10 had been allotted less than 10 acres at enclosure. In Sileby, of the 61 
individuals and institutions allotted acreage at enclosure, 31 did not survive in the Land 
Tax Assessment for 1781, giving a turnover of over 50 per cent in the 21 years following 
enclosure. As in Barrow upon Soar and Quorndon, all recipients of less than ten acres at 
enclosure had lost their land by 1781. In Mountsorrel North End, which was combined 
with Mountsorrel South End at enclosure and for Land Tax Assessment, the situation is 
confused by the re-allocation of common rights and the uncertainty as to whether 
enclosure preceded the Land Tax Assessment, or the reverse obtained. Clearly there 
was a significant number of land transaction occurring, with ten individuals listed at 
enclosure who did not appear in the Land Tax Assessment of the same year. Without 
being drawn into the controversial area of acreage equivalents, it is likely from the 
amounts of tax paid by many in Mountsorrel, that holdings were often small, in many 
cases consisting of little more than a dwelling and garden or paddock. 24 It may have 
been that there was pre-enclosure selling by small owners anticipating an untenable 
financial burden, or almost immediate post-enclosure sales due to a realisation of costs. 
There were only 279 acres allotted at enclosure, with 133 individuals listed in the Land 
Tax Assessment for the same year. Based on these figures, average holdings would have 
stood at just over two acres per person. In fact, the average was much less taking into 
consideration the holdings of the two substantial landowners in the parish. As in the 
other three parishes, it was noticeable that smallholders had disappeared. 

It is clear from the evidence of the four parishes in the locality that significant land
owning changes occurred between enclosure and the Land Tax Assessment of 1781, 

24. LLRRO DE39/12.3: Schedules 1, 2 and 3 relating to 'Rate tithes or annual payments to Sir John 
Danvers and Wm Burrows (vicar) largely confirm this, with sizes of holdings for all listed being 
measured, overwhelmingly, in roods and perches. Of 51 names, only one proprietor had property larger 
than one acre. 
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whether the period in question was 20 years or a few months. Mantoux argued, 'almost 
everywhere, the enclosing of open fields and the division of common land were followed 
by the sale of a great many properties'25, while Turner states, 'the main distinguishing 
feature is that these changes were dramatic .. . in the years of enclosures', going on, 'the 
largest market was at the lower end of the landownership size scale'. 26 Deeds and 
conveyances tend to support the view that some land accumulation occurred in the 
locality in the second half of the eighteenth century,27 and it is not difficult to see a 
relationship between enclosure costs and the small man's need to defray or avoid 
expenses he could not meet. Numbers of small sales, particularly in early enclosures, 
reflected pressure on smallholdings. 28 Records do not exist in substantive form enough 
to enable any enquiry into the minutiae of the land market at and after enclosure, 
though the indisputable data of the awards and next available evidence of personal 
names in the land tax shows many landowners sold up in the interim, as far as the 
locality of Barrow upon Soar, Quorndon, Sileby and Mountsorrel is concerned. 

The effect of natural wastage over the approximate 20 year period between enclosure 
and 1781 must be borne in mind (in the case of the three larger parishes in the locality), 
as indeed it must over the following 20 years in which the Land Tax Assessments are 
analysed. One of the most noticeable aspects of the enclosure awards and 28 Land Tax 
schedules analysed is the substantial increase in the number of proprietors (mainly due 
to the granting of land to those who previously only had pasture and common rights). 
This is especially noticeable at Mountsorrel in 1781, where the number of proprietors 
jumped from 88 to 150. Turner estimated from his study in Buckinghamshire that the 
average increase in the number of proprietors at enclosure was in the order of 3 7 per 
cent. This would have been inflated in the Land Tax assessments from 1781 onwards 
with owners of common rights being included for the first time. There were 57 of these 
in Mountsorrel. The amended use of Turner's methodology for the analysis of the Land 
Tax records has been influenced by previous studies in Leicestershire. Thirsk remarked 
that 'the Land Tax for Leicestershire parishes ... reveals contradictory trends' with 
smallholders declining in some parishes yet increasing in others29, while Hunt later 
confirmed that conditions varied widely from one place to another in the county.30 The 
investigation has been approached from several angles. Illustration 2 gives the number 
of landowners in 1781, 1790 and 1800, with the total number of surviving original 
landowners at the end of the two decades, that is 1790 and 1800. Also provided is the 
percentage turnover of the original landowners over each ten year period. What emerges 
is that numbers of landowners for each parish remain fairly constant throughout the two 
decades, apart from a marked fall in the 1780s in Mountsorrel and a marked increase in 
Sileby in the 1790s. 

25. P . Mantoux, The Industrial Revolution in the Eighteenth-Century, Jonathon Cape, London: (12th edn. 
1961), p.172. 

26. M. Turner, Parliamentary Enclosure and Land Ownership Change in Buckinghamshire, Economic 
History Review, 2nd Ser., 28 (1975), p.570. 

27 . LLRRO DE256 Deeds (Sileby) 1767-83; DG24/521-33 Deeds (Barrow-upon-Soar), 1738-70; 
DG24/521-33 and DE 892/2-5 Deeds (Quorndon) 1758-1811; DE2941/l l-22 Deeds (Mountsorrel) 
1763-96. 

28. J. M . Martin, The Small Landowner and Parliamentary Enclosure in Warwickshire, Economic History 
Review, 2nd Ser., 32 (1979), p .339. 

29. J. Thirsk, Agrarian History, 1540-1950, Oxford University Press, London: (1954) VCH II Leics, 
pp.226-7. 

30 . H. G. Hunt, Landownership and Enclosure, 1750-1830, Economic History Review, 2nd Ser., XI (1956), 
pp.504-5. 
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2. Land ownership change in the Soar Valley 1780-1800 

Total no. oflandowners Total no. of original Percentage turnover 
landowners surviving 

Year B Q s M B Q s M B 
1781 109 95 87 150 
1790 109 91 89 129 82 68 54 81 25 
1800 107 90 122 129 86 77 59 80 21 

B: Barrow upon Soar S: Sileby Q: Quorndon M: Mountsorrel North End 
Source : Land Tax Returns 1781-1800 Leicestershire Records Office 

Q s M 

38 29 39 
34 16 38 

The rise in landowning numbers in the years following enclosure is not untypical, and 
the trend in Sileby is endorsed by Thirsk who says, 'In some pastoral parishes . . . like 
Sileby, there was a steady increase in the numbers of owners until 1832.'31 Percentage 
turnover is between 16 and 38 per cent, but seems to be relatively constant within each 
parish, apart from one 13 point fall in Sileby in the 1790s. But again, this would fit in 
with the increased number of landowners in that parish during those ten years. 

3. Owner-occupier change: Soar Valley 1781-1800 

Number of owner-occupiers Owner-occupiers as a Margin of 
percentage of all landowners error 

Year B Q s M B Q s M ¾ 
1781 - ? 30 37 - r 34 24 
1784 - 40 46 65 - 42 52 43 0.5 
1787 - 40 ? 58 - 43 ? 44 1 
1 /':IV - 5':I ? 52 - 42 ? 40 
1794 - 39 56 47 - 43 4b 34.5 1.5 
1797 - 34 67 59 - 38 59 44.5 
1800 40 43 46 62 37 47 37 48.5 

Source : Land Tax Returns 1781-1800 Leicestershire Records Office 

Illustration 3 attempts to show the numbers and percentages of owner-occupiers as a 
proportion of landowners in each parish over the period analysed, where records allow. 
While the comparatively solid numbers and percentages of owner-occupiers may be a 
surprise in relation to some findings in other parts of the country, it is not out of context 
with the locality. 

What records exist seem to endorse the belief that cottagers and squatters were 
casualties at, or in the years soon after, enclosure.32 Mountsorrel was the exception in 
the locality, being unique in retaining common rights and a commonable place. But this 
is not the same as postulating the disappearance of small owner-occupiers. In terms of 
the four parishes, most evidence available, both quantifiable and otherwise tends to con-

31. J. Thirsk, Agrarian History, 1540-1950, Oxford University Press, London: (1954) VCH II Leics, 
pp.234-5. 

32. LLRRO MF267 The glebe terrier of 1734 for Sileby indicates less change in terms of turnover 
(allowing for family inheritance) in the 26 years to enclosure than in the 21 years afterwards. A 29 per 
cent turnover before enclosure; a 50.5 per cent turnover of personnel following enclosure. 
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firm the belief that small owning and owner-occupancy remained significant throughout 
the period under investigation. Perhaps the most noticeable feature illus. 3 demonstrates 
in relation to all parishes is an upsurge in the numbers and percentages of owner
occupiers in the war years . Though variations occur within different parishes at different 
times, which may be due largely to parochial factors, and while each parish has differing 
levels of owner-occupancy due to the peculiarities of their individual land structures, 
there is little doubt as to the residual strength of owner-occupiers in the locality between 
1781 and 1800. Thus little support can be found for the views of historians like the 
Hammonds and Gonner with respect to the fortunes of the small owner and owner
occupier in the Soar Valley. 

Illustrations 4 and 5 are a representation of an attempt to improve on previous 
techniques of analysis. These have concentrated on 'original surviving owners', shown in 
illus. 2. This had its drawbacks in that while turnover can be demonstrated in relation to 
original owners, it does not illustrate turnover with regard to new owners. If Land Tax 
assessments are examined in the light of previous owners at the last observed tax point, 
then a fuller and more reflective picture emerges of turnover and activity in the land 
market. Consequently, turnover in respect of the landowners in every parish at each 
previous land tax assessment, has been analysed. The figures that are produced indicate 
buying and selling was occurring in both decades, with a significant change in 
personnel. The overall turnover for each decade appears to be around 15 to 20 per cent, 
with that figure rising and falling for different parishes within the locality at differing 
times. The turnover in Quorndon was generally less than in the three other parishes, 
particularly Sileby and Mountsorrel. Taking into account the varying sizes of the 
parishes, the role of framework-knitting and extractive industry in some, as sources of 
dual employment, and the differences in implementation of settlement laws, 33 many 
changes in land holding can be put into perspective. Unlike Turner who found a gradual 
decrease in the total number of landowners after 1780, numbers in the four parishes 
tended to remain fairly steady, apart from a clear fall in Mountsorrel in the mid-1780s, 
probably due to the after-effects of the 1781 enclosure. 

4. Previous landownership change. Soar Valley 1781-90 

Total no. oflandowners Total no. surviving from 
previous examined return 

Year B Q s M B Q s M 
1781 109 95 87 150 - - - -

1784 96 94 87 151 84 92 84 132 
1787 94 91 91 130 84 89 82 121 
1790 108 91 89 129 92 88 88 125 

Source: Land Tax Returns 1781-90 Leicestershire Records Office 

It appears likely that the continued buying and selling of land may have involved local 
tradesmen, merchants and professional people seeing land as an investment, though the 
more plausible explanation for the mid to late 1790s, under the stimulus of war, is of 

33. J. Thirsk, Agrarian History, 1540-1950, Oxford University Press, London: (1954) VCH II 
Leicestershire, pp.226-7 makes particular reference to social immobility. 



ENCLOSURE AND LANDHOLDING IN THE SOAR VALLEY 43 

tenants purchasing the land they worked. Thus, in the first instance one sees the 
intrusion of individuals possibly previously quite unconnected with the local agrarian 
scene, if not the parish; in the second instance, is the buying up of land by farmers who 
already have a working interest and involvement in it. 

5. Previous landownership change. Soar Valley 1790-1800 

Total no. oflandowners Total no. surviving from 
previous examined return 

Year B Q s M B Q s M 
1790 108 91 89 129 - - - -

1794 108 89 121 136 103 88 81 122 
1797 105 89 112 132 101 87 110 131 
1800 107 90 122 129 98 88 112 124 

Source : Land Tax Returns 1 790-1800 Leicestershire Records Office 

Tradesman involvement in land transactions is evidenced in 1783 at Sileby. On 18th 
July, Richard Gray, a carpenter, purchased 'one close' for five shillings from Mary 
Hansen. The original owner of this piece of land at enclosure was John Sarey, a frame
work-knitter, who probably let it out or used it for by-employment purposes.34 An 
instance of the investment by professionals is John Kirkland, a Loughborough-based 
solicitor who purchased two cottages with orchards in Crown Lane, Barrow upon Soar 
for £30. 35 These examples, of course, do not detract from the fact that some 
engrossment and purchasing did occur in this period by larger landlords and landowners. 
Given the weaknesses of the Land Tax Assessments and the unreliability of their use with 
regard to acreage equivalents it is difficult to draw any conclusions about the pace or 
extent of this phenomenon. However the existence of a substantial landowning class must 
be acknowledged. As Nichols observed of Barrow upon Soar in 1800, 'there are here a 
large number of gentlemen-farmers ... '. 36 

In relation to the locality, the statistics point to a possible loss of land by the smallest 
landowners at and after enclosure, but a continual presence of the small owner and 
owner-occupier throughout the time-span of this study. Absentee ownership almost 
certainly increased as land acquisition by bigger landlords was occurring. If the marked 
decline of the small landowner and owner-occupier did not occur in the four parishes of 
Barrow upon Soar, Quorndon, Sileby and Mountsorrel North End in the second half of 
the eighteenth century, then it probably happened in the post-war years and Agricultural 
Depression of the first half of the nineteenth century. The analysis also points to the 
importance of local differentiation in a more diverse and complicated picture than some 
previous generalisations permit. 

Land Tax Assessment evidence has been used here simply to examine the process of 
turnover, and the likely pattern of ownership and holdings which emerged in the 
decades following enclosure. Of course, none of this took place in a vacuum. As is well 
known, much enclosure in Leicestershire took place with the intention of converting 

34. LLRRO DE256 Bundle of Deeds, Sileby. 
35. LLRRO DE892 Bundle of Deeds, Barrow-upon-Soar. 
36. J. Nichols. The History and Antiquities of the County of Leicestershire (1800), J. Nichols, London: Vol.III, 

p.69. 
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mixed farming in open fields, to pasture farming on permanent grass, and this inevitably 
altered the requirement for labour in these parishes. This seems to have been true of the 
Soar Valley, but some individuals may have stayed in the villages and transferred their 
work away from agriculture towards new opportunities in mineral extraction industries; 
notably granite, gravel and limestone. In addition, framework knitting was spreading to 
the Soar Valley, and producing results similar to those identified by Hoskins in his work 
on Wigston Magna. Turnpike roads, and the opening up of a local canal network, 
opened up new markets to the local community, and took away the pressure on 
landownership and land occupation. Consequently, although we can outline the pattern 
of change in the land structure beyond enclosure, we cannot identify all the pressures 
and strains which were leading individuals to acquire, or alternatively to dispense with, 
properties in the wake of enclosure. These are questions which neither the enclosure 
awards, nor the Land Tax Assessments offer answers to, and which must, necessarily, 
require us to discover something about motives and actions which may no longer be 
researchable. 
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