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ESSAYS IN LEICESTERSHIRE HISTORY. By W. G. Hoskins. viii + 196 pp. 
Liverpool University Press. 1950. 20s. 

EAST MIDLANDS AND THE PEAK. By w. G. Hoskins. 92 pp. Collins (for 
the Festival of Britain Office). 1951. 3s. 6d. 

Five years ago Sir Robert Martin reviewed Dr. Hoskins's little book 
The Heritage of Leicestershire in these Transactions. He began by 
remarking that "it was a happy inoment for the future of the study of 
archreology in Leicestershire when ,Dr. Hoskins came to teach economic 
history in the University College". It was indeed. I think it can fairly be 
said that it was accident that sent him to Leicester, rather than to New
castle, to Southampton or to Hull; but that accident has had very important 
consequences for us. Dr. Hoskins arrived here as a stranger to the East 
Midlands in 1931. His work was interrupted by four years' war service 
at the Board of Trade in London. Yet in the sixteen effective years that 
remain he has done much to set the study of English local history on a new 
basis, founding a school of his own that may well make Leicester the centre 
of an important fresh development in historical studies; he has revived our 
Victoria County History, and we may look to see the first results of his labour 
in the publication of Volume II before long; he has given Leicestershire and 
the East Midlands a series of guide-books that any other region of England 
may envy; and he has contributed as many as fourteen papers to these 
Transactions, ranging widely in time and subject, from the Anglian and 
Scandinavian settlement of Leicestershire down to the Leicestershire Crop 
Returns of 1801. 

Some of these papers have' achieved a remarkable reputation. The 
stock of offprints of them was soon exhausted, and requests for them came 
insistently not only from this country but from South Africa, Australia, the 
United States. Dr. Hoskins has now chosen four of the most important of 
them, revised them and added a fifth; and the Liverpool University Press 
has published them in a handsome volume, well worthy of the best traditions 
of academic book production in England. 

One of the five is an essay in parish history: the account of Galby and 
Frisby that was published in these Transactions in 1943. It would be per
functory praise to say that it is a model of its kind, though that statement 
is precisely true. The study is not exhaustive. Much more could be said 
about Galby by Dr. Hoskins himself. But it gives us what few parish 
histories give: a real sense of the past life of the place. "Parish history" 
has too often meant no more than an account of the manor, the parish church 
and the incumbents, with perhaps a few shaky anecdotes thrown together 
in a miscellaneous last chapter. Dr. Hoskins offers us something much more 
solid, more real : an insight into the lives of the people of Galby themselves 
-the fields they worked, the houses they lived in, their furniture, their food, 
their clothes. He draws his material largely from the inventories that were 
made of their possessions when they died. Few earlier scholars have studied 
these documents systematically: none has ever put them to such good use 
as Dr. Hoskins has done in these essays. 
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He bases himself largely on the same class of material in three of the 
other studies : those of the Leicestershire parson and the Leicestershire 
farmer in the sixteenth century, and another, printed here for the first time 
-"An Elizabethan Butcher of Leicester". They are all delightful reading, 
and more widely valuable than their limited scope might suggest. They tell 
us a great deal about the lives of men and women in the sixteenth century 
that is not to be found in the standard general histories of Tudor England. 

But I believe it is the third of these papers, "The Deserted Villages of 
Leicestershire", that is the most important: it may even come to be regarded 
in the future as a classic. Here, in his quiet way, Dr. Hoskins has opened 
up a whole new chapter of English history. We have known for a long 
time, in general, that a great many villages that once existed have dis
appeared; a list of those in Lincolnshire, based on documentary references, 
was published in 1924; and in the 1930s a beginning was made with the 
excavation of one in Berkshire. But Dr. Hoskins has carried the whole study 
several stages further, making use of all the available documentary evidence 
(including air-photographs) and correlating it to show us just how these 
Leicestershire villages-some sixty of them, by his computation-came to 
be deserted, and when and why. His work has set going similar studies in 
other parts of the country: it may in time force us to revise considerably 
our ideas of the economic and social history of the later Middle Ages. 

It would be a cold and inadequate appreciation of Dr. Hoskins's work 
that failed to mention the peculiar charm of his writing: for that is what 
gives his work its special distinction. Take this one example-his meditation 
on the deserted manor-houses of the county: "Only a doorway and a few 
old windows remain of Knaptoft Hall, and wainscotting slowly m,ouldering 
in a loft; not a trace remains of the Faunts' house at Foston, nothing of 
Elmesthorpe; the Shirleys' beautiful hall at Ragdale even now is falling into 
ruin; and the winter wind flows like a sea over the upland pastures, flows 
indifferently through the broken casements of the squire's house and over 
the bleached grass that covers the lost villages". His style is a true reflec
tion of his mind: the precise and acute mind of a scholar, touched with a 
rare, expressive sympathy for the people and the things he is writing about. 
That is what makes his work so readable, whether it is these finished and 
detailed essays or a quick, light sketch such as East Midlands and the Peak. 
This little guide-book shows us very neatly the difference in quality between 
Dr. Hoskins and the topo-journalists (an over-numerous tribe nowadays). 
For his admirable "portrait" of the region-accurate, comprehensive, 
illuminating-is followed by a slipshod gazetteer by Mr. H. G. Stokes, 
which manages to make three major blunders in an entry on Leicester that 
is not a hundred words long. a 

It is right that we should take stock of Dr. Hoskins's work at this 
moment, since he is now leaving Leicester for Oxford. We must hope that 
he will not lose sight of Leicestershire in his new home, that his excellent . 
paper on Croft Hill will not be his last contribution to our Transactions. 
He, on his side, can leave us in the knowledge that his work is appreciated 
highly by us and that he will be remembered by this Society, and by very 
many people in the city and county, as the most human and friendly of 
historians. 

JACK SIMMONS 
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TRANSACTIONS OF THE LEICESTERSHIRE ARCHROLOGICAL SOCIETY. 
GENERAL INDEX TO VOLUMES 1-XX (1855-1939). By L. H. Irvine. 
92 pp. Leicestershire Archreological Society. 195 I. 20s. 

How does one review an index? There are two ways of doing the job, 
perhaps. It can be scrutinised carefully, sample entries checked, omissions 
noted, the choice of cross-references criticised. With an important index 
that is unsatisfactory, this is a necessary method : the one pursued, for 
instance, by Professor Neale in reviewing the deplorable Index of Persons 
mentioned in the Reports of the Historical Manuscripts Commission 
(English Historical Review, 1937 and 1939). But here that would be 
inappropriate. Readers of these Transactions do not need to be told that 
Capt. Irvine's indexes are carefully planned, thorough and accurate. So, 
making his sample as in duty bound, and duly finding that Ivo Jeke is 
referred to at vol. xvii, p. 36, and purprestures at vol. xi, p. 349, and that 
Mr. John Frisby's account-book is mentioned in the Index (vol. vi, p. 307), 
the reviewer passes on to his second line of attack. 

An index of this kind is valuable for reference to particular topics: 
that is its chief purpose. But it stands also as a summary of the work to 
which it relates. Capt. lrvine's main index of people and subjects is fol
lowed by indexes of papers and contributors; and they remind us of the 
remarkable record of these Transactions in the eighty-four years covered 
by their first twenty volumes. Consider a few of the writers whose work 
is to be found here: among the Victorians M. H. Bloxam, John Gough 
Nichols, Thomas North, James Thompson, all of them antiquaries of more 
than local importance and all noticed in the Dictionary of National 
Biography. In the twentieth century the tale is equally striking, with such 
contributors as M. R. James and Sir Alfred Clapham. We have a right 
to take special pleasure, moreover, in three names. George Farnham 
appears as a frequent writer in Volumes XI-XVIl-'-he was editor from 
Volume XII to his death: his Leicestershire Medieval Village Notes have 
given him a place of his own in modern historical work. This index brought 
it home to me for the first time that there are no less than thirty papers by 
Professor Hamilton Thompson in these volumes of our Transactions. They 
also include five of the early papers of Dr. Hoskins, to which scholars will 
turn back for a long time to come. 

Here is some of the treasure revealed by Capt. Irvine's index. We 
should take a real pride in it, for not many English antiquarian societies 
can show a better set of Transactions than ours. We can only hope that it 
may be possible to maintain their standard, in more difficult times than we 
have ever faced before, and express our warm appreciation of Capt. Irvine's 
labour in compiling this fine work of reference for us. And here anybody 
may kill not two, but three birds with one stone. To buy a copy of the 
Index is to help pay for the cost of producing it-and so to make possible 
further publication by the Society in the future; it is to express, in the most 
practical way, a little of the high regard we all feel for the work Capt. 

,Irvine has done, and is doing, for us; and at the same time it is to acquire 
a key to the greater part of the important work that has been published on 
the history of Leicestershire during the past century. 

J. s. 
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THE BooK OF BoswoRTH SCHOOL: 1320-1950. By S. Hopewell. 144 pp. 
Bosworth School. 1950. 5s. 

There is abundant evidence around us today of the truth in the dictum 
of a great modern historian that "education is apt very intimately to reflect, 
or to betray, the characteristic movements, even the movement of mind, 
in a society". The history of a school like Market Bosworth Grammar 
School, evident in increasingly full records from the early fourteenth cen
tury to the present day, might well reflect for us (or betray), with the clarity 
of a microscopic lens, the educational history of a much wider society than 
that of a small part of Leicestershire. There, at any rate, is the most 
splendid opportunity open to the historian of an ancient school. If he is 
less ambitious, he will aspire to have his book read only by a few social 
historians, professionally interested in some new data, and by local people 
connected with the school, especially its past and present members. 

Mr. Hopewell's book will certainly interest social historians: it is full 
of new facts, a work of research. I think that members of the school will 
find it disappointing. Pupils, who might have been given a real interest 
in history through this book, will try to follow the preliminary Note on Dates 
and the account of their school's beginnings, will try again, and give up. 
They will discover nothing of the familiar atmosphere of the place, not so 
much as a photographic or verbal description of the fine 1827 Gothic fafade 
that makes such a firm impression on the visitor to Market Bosworth. The 
trouble with Mr. Hopewell's historical narrative is that it makes but a blurred 
impression, so that only the most determined student will bother to read it. 
In the absence of a statement of the author's intentions, we must regard 
The Book of Bosworth School as "Notes towards a History of Bosworth 
School". As such, it has a great deal to commend it. 

The title of the book illustrates as well as anything in it the way the 
author unintentionally misleads us. The school was not, as we might 
suppose, founded in 1320: that is merely the approximate date of the 
earliest (indirect) reference to it. In the end, the author misleads himself: 
on reaching the last sentence of his narrative (p. 114), he refers to "the 1320 
foundation". Minor inaccuracies of this irritating kind abound all through 
the book. There is not a single reference to sources, no means of checking 
or following up the author's statements and claims, no index (a sinful 
omission in view of the deviousness of the narrative), no list of Schoolmasters 
and Ushers, and no acknowledgments of any kind. One feels that if only 
the author had been indebted to somebody for the usual preliminary offices 
-reading the script, etc.-the office of reviewer would have been easier and 
pleasanter. 

The great merit of the book lies in its author's researches. For this 
reason, its best sections are the later ones, when the facts speak for them
selves, and are themselves a contribution to social history. When the facts 
are scanty, as in the earlier part of the story, and a knowledge of history is 
required to connect them and set them in their period, the book is most open 
to criticism. A school at Marketi Boswortl1 was, receiving benefactions early in 
the fourteenth century, and shortly before the Dissolution the Wardens of Our 
Lady's Gild there were acquiring land for purposes of education. Though 
the school was presumably disendowed with the Chantries and Gilds, it 
was not long (1564) before Nicholas Hardinge of Barlestone and Thomas 
Moreton (son of William, a benefactor in 1539?) were making lands over 
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for the maintenance of a schoolmaster. This may well be the School's first 
refoundation after the Dissolution. It takes one of its names from a later 
benefactor, Sir Wolstan Dixie, and the reason is clear. Mr. Hopewell 
mentions without comment that Dixie left £700 for the maintenance of fifty 
or sixty poor scholars and for paying the schoolmaster. He might have 
pointed out that this, on top of at least one earlier fund, was a much more 
handsome endowment than some of the most famous schools received. Sir 
Wolstan Dixie was an Elizabethan youngest son and City magnate, who 
bought Bosworth manor in 1567, and who was also a benefactor of Peterhouse 
and Emmanuel at Cambridge, and President of Christ's Hospital. This 
great benefactor died of the plague in 1594, and it was not until 1630 that 
his great-nephew, Sir Wolstan Dixie, managed to bring out the Constitutions 
of the refounded school. These are printed in full in an appendix, over 
fifty detailed and fascinating rules for the management of the school, the 
original "scratched and crossed out in almost every line", says Mr. Hopewell. 
Picture those Caroline trustees arguing over the amount of grace that might 
be allowed for the· recovery of a Schoolmaster or Usher if he shall become 
lunatic or distracted in his mind, how much he shall be fined for felling any 
of the trees growing in the Backside Orchard, or for striking any Scholar 
about the head or face or spurning any boy, and then what shall be done 
with children found unapt for learning or indocible ! 

It was not a master but one of the Patrons, yet another Sir Wolstan 
Dixie, who fell into the hands of the Commissioners of Lunacy, in 1783, and 
the School was involved in a Chancery case quite fantastic enough to have 
suggested the idea of Jarndyce v. Jarndyce to Dickens. Eventually, after 
every one of the original disputants had died, the case was decided, and in 
1826 the school experienced a new refoundation. By now, the Jacobean 
buildings were in decay. (We can see for ourselves that they were in good order 
as late as 1794, the date of the interesting engraving in Nichols. 1) The present 
dignified main building was erected from the design of a local architect, 
Cook, and early in 1829, Arthur Benoni Evans was appointed Headmaster. 
Mr. Hopewell would have found in Miss Joan Evans' book Time and Chance 
an ample account of her grandfather's life at Market Bosworth. In the age 
of Mr. Creakle, Dr. Evans was a notably humane and cultivated man. By 
the time he died, in 1854, his school had increased to over a hundred pupils, 
but his successor (Rev. Mr. Fagan) started the decline in numbers that 
reduced the school to five pupils by 1886. L. H. Pearson's Headship (1886-
1914) revived the place. The General Strike of 1926 was the strange cause 
of its conversion to co-education, a policy that has enabled it to increase its 
numbers to 350 in our own day. 

The roll of distinguished men connected with the School is very 
striking. The most remarkable of the Old Boys claimed by Mr. Hopewell 
are Robert Burton, the author of The Anatomy of Melancholy, and Richard 
Bentley, the great Master of Trinity. But we naturally want to know the basis 
of these claims before we overrule the earlier respective rights of Sutton 
Coldfield Free School and Wakefield Grammar School. We shall not be 
convinced by reasoning of the kind by which Mr. Hopewell establishes "the 
probability" that Garrick was here under Samuel Johnson. However, there 
seems no reason to doubt that Thomas Simpson, the eighteenth-century 
mathematician and F.R.S., and Henry Salt, the egyptologist who deposited 

1 History of Leicestershire, iv. 497, Pl. XXVIII, fig. 30. 
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the colossus of Rameses II in the British Museum, went to school here. 
Market Bosworth is famous all over the English-reading world as the school 
where young Samuel Johnson, as Usher, spent some of the most miserable 
weeks of his life, and we should expect Mr. Hopewell to give us the final 
account of the episode. But no. He illustrates the eccentricity of the Patron 
of those years with the wonderful story of how he appointed his butler, 
Williams, to the Mastership for a few months in 1730. But he does not 
explain, as A. L. Reade does, how Johnson circumvented the Statute 
requiring the Usher to be a "B.A. at least". Nor does he get the dates of the 
episode right. He leaves us with the deduction that Johnson was here from 
July 1731 to June 1732. The probable period is March-July 1732.2 

It may be seen, then, that The Book of Bosworth School is in xnany 
ways unsatisfactory. But when we remember Dr. Hoskins's opinion that, 
in the absence of local knowledge and research, we remain ignorant even of 
the existence of a great many old village schools in Leicestershire, and 
throughout England, we must be grateful for such fascinating records of 
the school at Market Bosworth. 

LEICESTERSHIRE. 
Robert Hale. 

By Guy Paget and Lionel Irvine. 
1950. 15s. 

NORMAN SCARFE 

xii + 307 pp. 

This is, beyond a doubt, the liveliest book that has ever been written 
about Leicestershire. The authors had a difficult task before them: to 
provide a readable and informative description of what they call "probably 
the least well-known city and county in England". Their first chapter, "The 
Heart of England", is a series of short runs at the subject, a preliminary 
examination of the county's foibles and distinctions. But they make clear 
their main point on the first page : that unobtrusiveness is the main 
characteristic of Leicestershire, that it "is peculiar like every other county, 
its chief peculiarity being that it hasn't one". We then turn to seven 
historical chapters, with an eighth on Leicester since 1700; and the second 
part of the book comprises a discussion of a number of miscellaneous sub
jects-Melton, Market Harborough and the other towns, education, 
agriculture, hunting, and so on. In the heart of it all stands Chapter X, on 
Charnwood Forest: the first part, "Past Glories", which is contributed by 
Sir Robert Martin, is the most distinguished piece of writing in the book, 
and the second, "A Triumph of Progress, by a Forestyman", is an effective 
piece of irony. 

"This book is supposed to be history", we are told on p. 243. It is 
reasonable, therefore, to consider it in that light first; and here it is least 
satisfactory. For the historical narrative is conventional and unexciting. 
True, the authors warn us very candidly that it is unexciting to them too, 
for "great events have generally passed Leicestershire by". Yet they 
evidently feel it necessary to enliven it by trailing their coats-by dis
missing Macaulay more than once as a liar and George Fox as "another local 
Nonconformist of some note"-and by such devices as the imaginary con
versation on pp. 20-22. This is a pity, for the story itself, rightly told, is 
an interesting one and hardly needs such flourishes. Still more unfortunate, 
the narrative contains a large number of errors and half-truths. It would be 

2 See A. L. Reade, Johnsonian Gleanings, x (1946), 91. 
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tiresome to catalogue them. Here are three examples from the first chapter. 
On p. 2 Coalville is omitted from the list of the county's largest towns. The 
Leicester-Rugby line belonged to the old Midland, not the London and 
North Western Railway (p. 3). On p. 7 we are positively assured that 
Leicester Castle is little more than 150 years old, and that "no stick or stone" 
of the Norman building still remains: but on p. 72 we are informed, quite 
correctly, that its hall, "still largely existing", dates from the middle of the 
twelfth century. 

The second part of the book is more successful: a series of separate 
sketches, brief, rapid, and entertaining. As we should expect, the chapters 
on hunting are among the best, and Chapter XX, on the Leicestershire 
artists, is useful. But can Sir George Beaumont really have been a leading 
spirit in founding the Royal Academy at the age of fifteen (p. 282)? And 
where in this company is John Glover, the only notable painter of pure 
landscape the county has produced? 

As in the rest of the "County Books" (the series to which this volume 
belongs), the illustrations are a poor lot. Too many of them are flat and 
muddy, without any life at all: look at Knighton Church (p. 160) or Melton 
Church (p. 256) or the Lady Loudoun memorial at Ashby (p. 288). A few 
of the original photographs seem to have been good-that of the High Cross, 
for instance (p. 73), and the view from Beacon Hill (p. 161). But they are 
spoilt by bad reproduction, in a disagreeable bluish ink on poor paper. 
Some of the plates are further embellished with thumb-marks and other 
dirtinesses. That they should be passed for distribution in such a state 
is highly discreditable to the publisher. 

This enumeration of the book's faults may seem ungracious. But if 
they are obvious enough, so are its virtues on the other side. It is straight
forward, sincere, without humbug; it is easy and attractive to read; and
to return to the point from which I started-it shows abounding and vigorous 
life. Here are some of the chief objectives of the "County Books"; and in 
the Leicestershire they have been attained. 

J. s. 

THE PLAIN MAN'S HISTORY OF LEICESTER. By Florence E. Skillington. 
ix + 125 pp. Leicester: Backus. 1950. rns. 6d. 

Leicester has been singularly fortunate in its historians during the past 
century. From James Thompson to Mr. Colin Ellis, they have written 
well, making their work attractive to the general reader as much as to the 
professional historian. One of the best of all these books was the late Mr. 
Skillington's : I have long regrett~d that it has been allowed to go out of 
print. Now Mrs. Skillington offers us a new History, designed, as her 
title firmly tells us, for the plain man. 

He will find it readable and well adapted to his needs. Occasionally 
he may be puzzled by a technical term that is not explained-"agisted", for 
example, on p. 46: but only occasionally. The book sets out to tell a tale 
plainly, and it attains that object. There, perhaps, is its greatest virtue. 
It will not supersede Mr. Ellis's book, which remains the standard modem 
history of the city; but it does put the story of Leicester, as a continuous 
narrative, into a clearer and simpler shape than any of its predecessors. 
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This History of the past is informed all through by a vigorous interest 
in the life of the present. There is a good instance of that on p. 48 : "This 
rural Leicester has left its mark even in the extremely urban conditions of 
the twentieth century. For example, until 1949 the civic year ended in the 
late autumn, which is the natural time for taking stock of the season's 
harvest; the three parliamentary constituences followed approximately the 
boundaries of the three great fields; and the road by which so much fallen 
timber was brought into the town is still called Woodgate". The book is 
lit up from time to time, too, by a flash of Mrs. Skillington's humour: by 
the end of the nineteenth century, we are told (p. 114), "the Clock Tower 
had established itself in not a few hearts as the hub of the universe". 

At the same time it must be said that the number of inaccuracies here 
is disconcertingly large. A great many are printers' errors or slips that might 
well have been corrected in proof: "Ostorious" (p. 1), "Vericunda" (p. 5, 
with the proper spelling "Verecunda" immediately above), "Bolinbroke" 
(p. 36), "Calvanistic" (p. 79), and so on. Others are misstatements. We 
read on p. 40, for instance, that Bishop Penny "died in Leicester and was 
buried in St. Margaret's church". In fact, he was buried in the Abbey, 
whence his body was transferred to St. Margaret's at the Dissolution. 
Again: "The Midland [railway] line from Leicester to Derby was opened in 
1840, and it was connected with London in 1857'' (p. 106). It was con
nected with London at the same time, in 1840, via Rugby: what happened 
in 1857 was that the line from Leicester to Bedford was opened, giving a 
route to King's Cross via Hitchin. The County Rooms were opened in 
1800, not 1801 (p. roo), and it is melancholy to find that the date of the 
foundation of the Leicestershire Archreological Society is given wrong (p. 
u6): it should be 1855, not 1853. 

Such errors are all unimportant in themselves, but they are rather more 
numerous than one would expect. It is to be hoped that a second edition of 
the book will be called for presently, in which they can be put right. 

J. s. 

THE CHURCH OF ST. MARY MAGDALENE, KNIGHTON. By Ernest Morris 
and Leslie Cox. 1951. 2s. 

The parish of Knighton has received very little attention from historians 
of Leicestershire. For a full account of its history we must wait until the 
third volume of our Victoria History appears. Meanwhile, here is a useful 
short description of the parish church, and of the modem churches that 
have been built in Knighton during the past sixty years. The most 
interesting feature of Knighton Church is the statue of St. Mary Magdalene 
that stands in a niche on the eastern face of the tower : a good photogi;aph 
of it appears on page 21 of this book. The authors are to be commended 
for including a list of the parish registers and the text of all the monumental 
inscriptions in the church-though it is a pity that the old long "s" should 
be printed as "f" more than once on page 14. Their account of the church 
of St. John the Baptist might have been amplified from the careful descrip
tion that was printed in these Transactions (vi. 208-9) when the building 
was newly completed. 

J. s. 


