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S. H. SKILLINGTON: A MEMOIR 

Stephen Harry Skillington was born at 48 (now 60) Granby Street, 
Leicester, on 12 May 1875. His father was William Skillington (1847-
1936), only surviving son of Stephen Skillington (1822-1901), cigar 
merchant of Leicester. His mother was Jemima (1846-1932), daughter of 
John Leatherland (1810-1890), farmer and grazier of South Croxton. 

His two grandfathers were his earliest and perhaps best-loved friends. 
Stephen Skillington was a person of sound sense, great independence of 
character, and real humour. His grandson used to say that he had the 
head of a Shakespearean down. He used sometimes to apostrophise 
bladders of snuff, which looked a little like human skulls, with "Alas, poor 
Yorick ! " He also had an encydopa:dic knowledge of the people of 
Leicester, both the well-to-do and the poor, which was of great value 
during the many years that he was Chairman of the Guardians, and nothing 
of moment occurred in the town that was not discussed in his shop in 
Humberstone Gate. 

John Leatherland was another independent character. He was deeply 
interested in country sports and knew the Quorn country field by field and 
fence by fence. But he would not let the hunt rout out a fox that had 
gone to earth in his hen-roost. In his last years he became blind, and his 
grandson spent many happy hours with him, listening to his talk and reading 
aloud the hunting news in the Leicester Advertiser, as well as Pickwick 
Papers, "John Gilpin", and other things of that sort. Until he left school 
S. H. Skillington spent the greater part of all his holidays at South Croxton; 
and he consequently had, in after life, a much more intimate knowledge of 
the country than most townsfolk. 

William Skillington was a cigar merchant, like his father, but he con
ducted his business on rather different lines. He understood the then new 
vogue for Havana cigars. He had been born with a "palate", and in 
everything he touched he had the intellectual curiosity to seek out the best. 
By early· middle life he was an acknowledged authority on cigars and on 
everything to do with tobacco, including the choice accessories (meerschaum 
pipes, amber mouthpieces, morocco cases, and so on) that were dear to the 
nineteenth-century smoker. He also had a circle of friends who were 
deeply interested in the classics and the arts. Among them were John 
Fulleylove, Perkins Pick, Harry Dare, Isaac Barradale, Stockdale Harrison 
(senior), and Edwards Atkins. 

With these, and with many other fine old crusted characters from city 
and county, S. H. Skillington was familiar from early childhood. When he 
was eight· years old the family moved to a house in Lincoln Street and he 
began to attend Carter's (Mill Hill) School. It was the school to which 
most Anglican professional men in Leicester sent their sons: Noncon
formists went to Franklin's, later Rudd's (Stoneygate School). He did well 
at Latin and French, but made no great mark in other subjects. 

On leaving school, he did not immediately settle to an occupation, 
but spent his time exploring the town, particularly the less respectable parts 
of it, and in reading. When he was eighteen· he went into his father's 
business, and he found some aspects of it fascinating. He too had a 
"palate" and became a good judge of tobaccos. In course of time he 
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gained a wide circle of business correspondents, for many of their 
customers lived at a distance, and that side of the work passed into his 
hands. He also corresponded at length with men of literary interests. He 
contributed from time to time to the correspondence columns of the local 
press-at first pseudonymously, later over his own name. Among the 
subjects he discussed were temperance as opposed to total abstinence, a 
hideous street lamp in the Boulevard, and the preservation of such amenities 
as the Victoria Park, the New Walk, and Dr. Benfield's house. Over the 
nom-de-plume "Unattractive Bachelor" he joined issue with Dr. Bond on 
eugenic marriage. 

He was for a long time a member of the Literary and Philosophical 
Society, taking a constant part in the activities of the Literary Section. 
As editor of the Society's Reports he sat on the Committee, where he strongly 
supported the publication of Mr. F. B. Lott's Centenary History of the 
Leicester Literary and Philosophical Society. He also shared Mr. Lott's 
labours in recording war-work done by organisations and firms in Leicester 
during the years 1914-1918, and in collecting material for a dictionary of 
Leicestershire biography. 

It was Perkins Pick who introduced him to archreology, by way of 
architecture. They spent much of their free time together, cycling about 
Leicestershire and Rutland, looking at churches, manor houses, etc. Pick 
was a moving spirit on the committee that saved the Skeffington Houses in 
the Newarke, and he put Skillington on to writing the brochure that 
appealed for funds for this purpose. In after years Skillington was a little 
uneasy about this first work. He had dragged in everything that could 
enhance the prestige of the Newarke and its associations, and he came to 
think that the result was not balanced history. However, it did the trick: 
enough subscriptions were forthcoming. This was also the occasion of 
his joining the Leicestershire Archreological Society, in 1912. From three 
of its outstanding· melll!bers, Professor Hamilton Thompson, the Rev. 
Dimock Fletcher, and Mr. George Farnham, he learnt the elements of 
documentary research. It was Professor Hamilton Thompson who suggested 
that he should write a history of Leicester for the Sheldon Press. It was 
published in 1923 and it was a notably well-written piece .of local history. 

In a very long and full correspondence with Mr. Farnham and others, 
he helped to hammer out a new policy for the Society, the record of which 
is in our Transactions from 1920 onwards. It was he who was primarily 
responsible for the editing of these Transactions after Mr. Farnham's death 
in 1933, and he fully maintained the high standard that Mr. Farnham had 
established. He performed something more than the customary duties of 
an editor: contributors repeatedly acknowledged the meticulous assistance 
he afforded them, his care to see that all work published in our Trans
actions was of the best possible quality. He was the Society's devoted and 
indefatigable Secretary from 1933 to 1950. Its Minute Book shows, again 
and again, how he could invest even the formal record of a committee 
meeting with the distinction that touched everything he published. 

He married Florence Edith, elder daughter of Mr. Peter Astill, farmer, 
of Cossington, on 14 June 1933. He retired from business in 1936 and 
died on 26 January 195 I. 

A list of his chief publications is given below. In addition to those 
mentioned here, he contributed many obituary notices and other short 
pieces to the Society's Transactions. 
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A History of Leicester (1923). 
The Chantry House in the Newarke: Reports and Papers, xxxi. 

421-40. 
Star Chamber Proceedings : Transactions of the Leicestershire 

Archceological Society, xii. 129-58. 
The Old Town Hall of Leicester (with T. Fosbrooke): 

Transactions, xiii. 3-72. 
The Extant Certificates of Leicester Gilds: Transactions, xiv. 

137-74. 
Leicestershire Artists: Transactions, vol. xv, pp. xxix-xxxi. 
Ashby-de-la-Zouch: Descent of the Manor: Transactions, 

xv. 69-84. 
The Leicester Gild of Tallow-Chandlers: Transactions, 

xv. 125-38. 
The Skeflingtons of Skeffington: Transactions, xvi. 74-103. 
The Manor of Peckleton: Transactions, xvii. 94-n1. 
Obituary Notice of Mr. George Farnham: Transactions, vol. 

xviii, pp. ii-xv. 
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Medieval Cossington: Transactions, xviii. 204-48, xix. 2-26, 276-92. 
Beaumanor and its Lords and their Connexions: Transactions, 

xxii. 268-87. 

The following personal note has been contributed by Sir Robert Martin : 

It was some five and twenty years ago, or rather more, that I first 
came into contact with Mr. Skillington, as a fellow member of the Society, 
and later as its Honorary Secretary. It was then that I became pro
gressively aware of the extent and value of the service which he rendered 
to it. 

It was through the close association between him, Mr. George Farnham 
and Professor Hamilton Thompson that the Society's Transactions assumed 
the character, which they have since those days so successfully maintained, 
of scholarly contributions to the history of the County, based firmly upon 
research. 

His co-operation with Mr. Farnham was intimate and unbroken; it 
would be difficult to conceive of a happier partnership or one more likely 
to forward the cause which the Society exists to serve. He was fitted in 
a peculiar degree to work in harmony with such a man as Mr. Farnham. 

In addition to an intense and live concern with the history of the past, 
he had a wide range of reading, both grave and gay, and a scrupulous and 
rigid standard of English composition. 

I have had great numbers of letters from him, over a period of twenty 
years or more, in his own characteristic script, small, closely written and 
as clear as print. He had a rich and varied vocabulary, woven into lucid 
and balanced sentences, often suggestive rather of a formal essay than of 
the somewhat casual style in which much of the correspondence of today is 
couched. 

This same fastidiousness characterised his taste in such things as the 
furnishings of his house and the arrangement of his library: they were as 
finished and accurate as his memory. 
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The mere list of his publications, and of his papers. contributed to the 
Transactions of the Society,is enough to show the width and scope of his 
knowledge and his interests, covering the history, and in no small degree 
the architecture, both of the city and county. He had a very real regard for 
the Society's name and standing, and spared no pains and trouble to make 
certain that, so far as he was able to ensure it, the quality and standards of 
its Transactions should be maintained. An indication of his own artistic bent 
was afforded by his habit of spending his time, when away from Leicester, 
at such places as Chipping Camden, among the delightful scenery and 
attractive Cotswold stone buildings of that typically English region. 

The Society has been happy in having had among its leaders one so 
well fitted, alike by natural inclination and attainments, to help it on its 
course. 


