
Reviews 
Corn ORTON AND THE BEAUMONTS IN ART, HISTORY AND 

LITERATURE. By the Rev. A. Eveleigh Eagar. 48 pp .. Leicester: 
Backus. 1949. 2s. 6d. 

Coleorton offers a splendid subject to an historian: a parish 
that is itself of considerable natural and historic interest, with a 
church remarkable for its fittings, and a Hall that is well known 
to every student of English literature and English art. It is, in fact, 
one of those places-like Ashby and Belvoir and Leicester itself
whose history forms part of the history of England. 

Yet no one has ever written the history of Coleorton. What 
an opportunity missed! Look at the range of interest that is to be 
found in this one modest parish. An important part, to begin with, 
in our industrial history, for it was the centre of the main production 
of coal in Elizabethan Leicestershire; and it was a Coleorton man, 
Huntingdon Beaumont, who seems to have been responsible for 
the earliest railway of which we have record in England, which 
appears at Wollaton in Nottinghamshire in 1597.1 (It is always 
possible we may find that this resulted from experiments he had 
conducted earlier at Coleorton itself: that Leicestershire, rather than 
Nottinghamshire, may claim the first English railway.) The 
mention of Huntingdon Beaumont leads us straight to the history 
of his family, who held the manor of Coleorton for 500 years. No 
less than eight of them find a place in the Dictionary of National 
Biography: from the great group in the sixteenth century, which 
included Francis the dramatist, to Sir George Beaumont, who was 
the friend of Wordsworth and Constable and a principal founder 
of the National Gallery. And so we come at last to our own time, 
when-to complete the familiar tale-Coleorton Hall ceases to be 
the home of the Beaumonts and becomes an office of the National 
Coal Board instead. 

There, then, is a summary of the story that the Rector of 
Coleorton has set out to tell in his little book. It is based largely, 
so he informs us, on material collected by his predecessors, as well 
as on his own inquiries, and it must be taken as a set of notes rather 
than a connected narrative. The notes are discursive, scrappy, and 
in some places disappointingly meagre. They are discursive because 
Mr. Eagar does not stick closely to his subject. "Coleorton and the 

1 J. U. Ne£, The Rise of the British Coal Industry (1932), ii. 14; C. E . Lee, 
The Evolution of Railways (1937), 14-15. 
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Beaumonts" offers scope for a book many times the size of this: 
yet after less than twenty pages ·of this pamphlet have gone by 
we are bej.ng conducted to Ashby and Coalville and Breedon-on• 
the-Hill. We then, surprisingly, return to Coleorton to look at the 
church and consider its incumbents: only to wander off again into 
"Some Notes on the Diocese of Leicester"-a subject quite 
irrelevant to that of the book. With a little further reading, too, 
Mr. Eagar could easily have amplified his account of Coleorton. 
He could have told us more, for instance, of the seventeenth
century parsons: of Thomas Pestell, an interesting poet whose works 
have been republished recently; of William his son, who had a hard 
time of it in the Civil War; and of Samuel Oldershaw, the ,Puritan 
"intruder" during the Interregnum. 2 Or again, he could have said 
much more of the friendship between the Wordsworths and Sir 
George Beaumont, especially if he had supplemented Knight's 
Memorials of Coleorton by Professor de Selincourt's great edition 
of the Wordsworth correspondence. 

Mr. Eagar might perhaps reply that his book is intended only 
to be a sketch, hot a full history, and that is of course true. But 
by merely omitting what does not bear directly on the subject he 
could have made room for a good deal of interesting matter, without 
increasing the size or the price of his _book at all. We may be 
grateful to him for drawing the attention of Leicestershire people 
to one of the most remarkable parishes in the county; but it is 
impossible not to wish, all the same, that he had taken his inquiries 
further. 

Perhaps, after making this criticism, it may be fair to state 
what seem to be the things to aim at in writing a brief history of 
a parish. First of all, a sound acquaintance with the printed 
material that is available. Not an exhaustive study of all the 
original documents~that would be beyond the scope of a pamphlet 
such as this, and appropriate only to a section in the Victoria 
County History or to a substantial book. A great mass of material 
for the history of any English parish is accessible, however, in print; 
Much of it is local-county histories, newspapers, the Transactions 
of this Society and its fellows. But there is in addition a good deal . 
to be gleaned from works of national scope, which are to be seen 
in the larger libraries: the Dictionary of N_ationd Biography, the 
Complete Peerage, the Calendars of State Papers, the Reports of 
the Historical Manuscripts Commission, and so on. The work of 
consulting them is sometimes laborious, but the effort is well worth 

2See A. G . Matthews, Walker Revised (1948), 241-2, and Calamy Revised 
(1934) , 373, with references there cited. 
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making, for it will often yield material of great importance.. Then, 
when all the likely sources of printed material have been examined, 
it 'is desirable to go one stage further: to supplement the parish 
documents (which may be good or bad, exciting or almost useless) 
by others in the County Record Office and the local ecclesiastical 
archives-particularly rewarding for us, since the records of the 
Archdeaconry of Leicester are unusually interesting, and well 
preserved in the Muniment Room of the City Museum. 

So much for the written material. But there is much more 
that is valuable: local traditions and memories (such as Mr. Eagar's 
delightful picture of Miss Merewether playing the seraphine in 
Coleorton church a hundred years ago) ; the fabrics of the old 
buildings-farm-houses and cottages as well as churches and halls; 
the fields and woods and water of the place itself. They are all 
part of the evidence for the long human occupation of the site that 
the historian is trying first to unravel and then to piece together into 
a continuous narrative. Where it happens-as at Coleorton-that 
a great family has lived in the place, the story should be. all the 
more interesting, for they have usually left strong traces of them
selves behind them, in letters, in portraits, sometimes in the very 
furniture and books they used, transmitted carefully down to their 
descendants. 

Here are . the real materials of local history: the story of life 
liv.ed in one place for a thousand or two thousand years. And 
the local historian's purpose should surely be to tell that story 
as clearly as he can; fully, yet tersely; and with all the concentration 
he can command, looking straight at his subject and neither to right 
nor left. With these aims in his mind his story will begin to tell 
itself; and what could be more fascinating than the true story 
of an English village? 

JACK SIMMONS 

LEICESTER ABBEY. By Levi Fox. 24 pp. 1949. 
THE GUILDHALL, LEICESTER. By Philip A. Stevens. 16 pp. 

n.d. 
ROMAN FORUM, LEICESTER. By Philip A. Stevens. 20 pp. 

n.d. All published by the City of Leicester Publicity Department. 
Is. each. 

Few historic towns in England have done more than Leicester 
to efface all physical traces of their long past. Of the three sites 
which are now the subject of the monographs under review, one 
(the Forum) was preserved only after a long struggle in recent 
years and another (the Guildhall) was at one time, I believe, 
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threatened with demolition. Now they are all saved for the 
enlightenment of posterity, or saved as far as anything can hope 
to be in the lunatic world we now endure, and the civic authorities 
atone for past deeds of destruction by publishing an admirable 
short history and description of each of them. These short 
monographs tell the visitor or the resident all he needs to know to 
appreciate these monuments of Leicester's great past on the spot. 

Mr. Levi Fox's Leicester Abbey is a new edition, incorporating 
some additional material, of his short book first published by 
the Pp.blicity Department . in 1938. He gives a thorough and 
careful narrative of the history of the Abbey from its foundation 
in n43 to its ending in 1539, followed by an account of the site as 
it is today and as jt was described in a survey made in 1538 or 1539. 
Finally, there are three conjectural plans of the Abbey and its 
surroundings prepared by Mr. W. K. Bedingfield. 

Mr. Philip Stevens's accounts of the Roman Forum and of the 
Guildhall are produced in a similar format and are equally admirable 
for thdr purpose. In each instance we are given a sound history 
of the subject and a description of the building on ' the site. All 
these monographs are well printed and well illustrated and serve 
as excellent introductions to the larger books on each subject. It 
is a pity, therefore, that only Mr. Fox directs the reader specifically 
to the larger work-in this instance Professor Hamilton Thompson's 
recently published definitive account of the history of Leicester 
Abbey. In future editions of Mr. Stevens's two monographs, one 
hopes that the attention of the reader may be directed to Mr. 
Skillington's larger history of the Guildhall (The Old Town Hall 
of Leicester, 1923), which deserves to be much better known than 
it appears to be, and to the full report on the Jewry Wall site 
published by the Society of Antiquaries last year. One hopes, too, 
that the publishers will see that future editions of Mr. Stevens's 
monographs are dated.. This, however, is a trifling flaw, and the 
Publicity Department of the City of Leicester are to be commended 
for producing such scholarly and at the same time interesting 
accounts of these historic monuments. W G H 

• • OSKINS 

FoR THEM THAT ARE YET FoR TO CoME. By L. Graham H. 
Horton-Smith. 29 pp. St. Albans: The Campfield Press. 1950. 
7s. 6d. (Copies to be obtained from the author, 26 Rivercourt 
Road, L~ndon, W.6, price 7s. 9d., post free.) 

Members of this Society will recall the two papers on "The 
Hortons of Leicestershire" that Mr. Horton-Smith contributed to 
the Transact;ions in 1942 and 1946. This is an annotated list of 
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Mt. Horton-Smith's genealogical and antiquarian publications. The 
earliest dates from 1891, the latest from 1949; and a number are 
noted as "forthcoming". The families on whom Mr. Horton-Smith 
has written most are Baily, Graham, Head, Horton, Lumley, 
Saunders, and Smith.. The topics he has treated in his miscellaneous 
articles are extremely varied. A few may be mentioned, to give 
some idea of their range: the origin of the gerund, the nine of 
diamonds and "the Curse of Scotland", the foundation of Who,' s 
Who, the Gowrie conspiracy, "What is Hell?", and "Who founded 
the Y.M.C.A.?" This little book is the record of a life of zealous 
and indefatigable antiquarian research. 

JACK SIMMONS 


