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Until recently Leicester presented to the observer an aspect predominantly 
of the 19th and early 20th centuries. There were 18th-century and even 
some medieval buildings in the town but they were relatively few in number 
and confined to a fairly small core area. A consideration of the town's in
crease in population since 1801 shows why this should be so. The 1801 census 
recorded slightly under 17,000 people within the borough boundaries and 
building hardly spread outside the area of the medieval town. By 1901 the 
figure was 210,000 and by 1951, 283,000 though admittedly the boundaries 
had been somewhat extended. The buildings that accommodated this in
crease had, by and large, to be erected on land hitherto unused save for 
agricultural purposes. There was replacement of old buildings within the 
old town and infilling of courtyards and subdivisions of tenements, but for 
the most part it was new building in an unprecedented urban spread to 
meet an unprecedented population growth. 

The Victorian and Edwardian town is now substantially under replaceL 
ment. How far this is necessary or desirable may be a matter for debate but 
the town of 1974 differs greatly from that of 1964 even, let alone 1954. 
These changes are not coming about purely by outward spread (though 
this is happening) but by the rebuilding of roadways, the cutting of under
passes, the demolition of older buildings and their replacement. The preser
vation of any substantial portion of the older buildings is not possible, but 
fortunately a series of records survives which will enable those interested in 
Leicester"s growth during the great expansion to chart it with considerable 
precision. 

The historians' unlikely allies are the micro-organisms which are trans
mitted in the water supply and in human sewage, and which cause cholera 
and typhoid, the diseases of poor sanitation and overcrowding. Their effect 
on the growing populations of the country was largely responsible for the 
first Health of Towns Act (11 and 12 Victoria Cap. 63) which received the 
Royal Assent on 31 August 1848. While the Act (which was adoptive) was 
in the Bill stage, in March 1848, the Town Clerk presented to the Council 
an analysis showing its superiority to an earlier Bill which had failed the 
previous year. After discussion, the town approached the General Board of 
Health on 29 November asking for the Act to be applied to Leicester, citing 
the, death rate per 1,000, and the need to improve the sanitary condition 
of the town. A Provisional Order was made by the General Board and a Bill 
introduced into the Commons to confirm it. At a special meeting of the 
Town Council on 8 August 1849 the first officers were appointed. The Town 
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Clerk became Clerk to the Leicester Board of Health, John Buck, surgeon, 
became the Medical Officer of Health and Samuel Kirby the Treasurer. 
A Highways and Sewerage Committee was appointed for executing the 
duties vested in the Local Board and for carrying out the provisions of the 
Public Health Act, thus bringing the activities within the normal Com
mittee structure of the Council. 

The Highways and Sewerage Committee and the Watch Committee 
were the only two out of a total of nine committees which had a regular 
time and place of meeting. Highways and Sewerage met every Wednesday 
evening at 6 p.m. in what is now the Library in the old Guildhall. Its 
activities in executing the other provisions of the Act do not concern us 
here, but Section 49 provided that no new house could be built or old 
house substantially reconstructed without a proper drainage system. Section 
72 empowered the Local Board to approve the width and layout of new 
streets, and Section 76 required a satisfactory water supply. The Act as 
a whole called into existence a simple bureaucratic apparatus which gene
rated records. Nowhere did it state that plans of buildings had to be made 
and approved by the Local Authority, but it was clear that the easiest way 
for all concerned to comply with the Act was for plans of new buildings, 
streets or substantial alterations to be made with such minimum detail on 
them as was needed. They could then be approved by the Authority, and 
kept so that the finished work could be checked to see that the provisions 
had been met. 

It obviously took a little while for the procedure to be established. On 
13 November 1849, the Highways and Sewerage Committee reported to 
Council that it had approved a number of proposals, the first mentioned 
being by Mr. Tyers for a house in Northgate Street, then by Mr. Swain, 
also for Northgate Street, by Mr. Webster for two houses in Friar Lane, 
and by Mr. Flint, acting for Mr. Shuttleworth for two houses in Princes 
Street (later Princess Road). From then applications were coming in steadily 
(see figure 1). The wording of the Act referred to buildings and though the 
vast majority of applications were for houses, other constructions had to 
conform. Hence factories, shop fronts, additions, stables, churches, chapels, 
coffee houses and other buildings all had to have plans drawn up and 
submitted to the Committee for what was basically a sanitary purpose. 

The first Act, though replaced only a few years later, forms the basis 
for a continuing archival series of plans. Modifications and additions alter 
and expand the information given but in Leicester, speaking · generally, it 
has been very difficult for any new building to be put up, or any old one 
substantially altered since 1849, without submitting a plan to the appropriate 
branch of the town's administration. These were all filed for information, 
because it was necessary to check the accuracy of the construction afterwards 
(for example drains had to discharge somewhere) and they were kept there
after from habit and for reference. Of course there have been omissions 
and losses, but the series is substantially complete. A survival rate of over 
90% seems to be normal, and this leaves a series which, between 1849 and 
the implementation of the 1935 Act amounts to over 50,000 documents. 
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For the period when the town was growing at the greatest rate in its 2,000-
year history, it is possible to plot this expansion not just street by street, 
but house by house. 

It was necessary for the section of the corporation which accumulated 
these plans to have guides which cut information pathways through such 
numbers and there are indications that, to suit the administrative con
venience at the time, they have been arranged and re-arranged in various 
ways, some of which seem slightly odd. The first method of registration 
was a straightforward chronological index of plans as they were deposited. 
Unfortunately the first of these indexes has not survived. This must have 
covered the plans from whatever date numeration started up to June 1863. 
Thereafter, in Index Book 2 and onwards, summary details of the plans 
are recorded in chronological order. The details given are: Reference No.; 
the name of the depositor of the plan; the name of the architect or builder 
(often not filled in); description of the plan (two houses, foundry, factory 
or whatever); the location; the date of presentation; the dates of approval 
and sealing; any special conditions (e.g. "not commenced", "disapproved"); 
the date of the certificate; and remarks (e.g. "with a caution respecting 
cellars liable to flooding or with a recommendation that the houses fronting 
Alfred Street be of a better class and the ventilation at the back of the 
others be unobstructed from Alfred Street"). Unfortunately the earlier plans, 
those before 1863, though they survive, are not all numbered. However 
it has been possible to arrange them in order by working from other indexes. 
Just when a clear system seems to start, a complication arises. The earlier, 
largely unnumbered, plans had been filed year by year in alphabetical 
order of the streets where the buildings were to be constructed. From 1863, 
instead of keeping the plans either in numerical order, or in street order, a 
system was established of filing them, year by year, under the initial letter 
of the depositor's name. This continued until 1883 when they began to be 
filed in a single chronological order and numeration runs peaceably through 
until the Borough Boundary was extended in 1892. This encroached upon 
growing suburban areas hitherto outside the town's authority, so a new 
numeration was started. The areas absorbed by this extension of boundaries 
had, in a number of cases, formed part of Sanitary Districts outside the 
town. The plans of those areas from the pre-1892 period were accordingly 
transferred, and now form part of the plan accumulation, though they were 
kept separate and given a series of separate numerations. All this has 
meant, in practice, that the referencing system for the whole group is com
plicated. 

a Plans for old Leicester 1849 to 1863, arranged by street order, under 
years. These have no chronological index though a modern one is in 
course of compilation. Reference is topographically by Street Index 
volumes. 

b Plans for old Leicester 1863 to 1882, arranged by alphabetical order 
of depositor's names, year by year Chronological index of plans Index 
of depositors. Street index. 
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c Plans for old Leicester 1883 to 1892, arranged chronologically. Indexed 
as in b. 

d Plans for expanded Leicester 1892 onwards, arranged and indexed as c. 

e Chronologically arranged groups of plans for Aylestone, Belgrave, 
Humberstone, and Knighton prior to 1892 after which plans for these 
areas will occur in d. Separate chronological indexes. 

Although at first sight this is confusing, an historical logic can be 
discerned, and it has seemed worthwhile explaining the background to the 
organisation so that those who use the plans can appreciate it. 

The physical condition of the plans varies considerably. This largely 
depends on the material. The conditions of storage have been much the 
same for all of the plans, although at times in the more distant past some 
parts on lower shelves in unsatisfactory basements have been flooded and 
dried out. Most of the early plans up to the 1870s, are on a Whatman 
type of paper. This has survived fairly well, without much discolouration, 
but has inevitably suffered from folding and tends to break up along lines 
of creases. As a consequence some plans are now in two or three sections. 
Slightly later, a great many plans are on tracing paper. These have become 
very brittle, broken along all fold lines and discoloured badl~. Often they 
are more jigsaws than plans and opaque to a burnt sienna colour. Repair 
work upon these will take a long time. More recently, from the early 1880s, 
most plans are on that oiled or waxed linen which withstands a lot of 
folding, and does not seem to have discoloured much. Though in bulk there 
emanates from it a pungent and unpleasant smell, this does not seem to 
indicate any deterioration of the plans, its effect on neighbouring materials 
(for example, the tracing paper plans) is not clear. 

The size of the plans varies but few of them are less than about 14 
inches by 18 inches and few larger than 24 inches by 36 inches. 

The information given on the plans varies a good deal. On the general 
ground that few depositors are likely to have put down substantially more 
information than was strictly necessary, it is probable that the building 
regulations obtaining at the time of the plan will determine what is on it. 
One important point must be remembered. Plans are not elevations, and it 
is very unusual to get details of facades of buildings. The architectural 
profession seems to have objected to any idea of supplying these, arguing 
that, whereas the plan of a building was indeed a proper subject for the 
health authority, the elevation was a matter of aesthetics; the province of the 
architect. An occasional factory, such as Gimson's in Vulcan Road in 1876, 
or the alterations to the Royal Hotel in 1895, have facades shown but in 
general they are rare. 

The bye-laws which governed the plans were steadily improved. It 
does not appear that there were any specific rules in the first few years, and 
though the information on the plan is clear, construction details were not 
required, but in 1859 a very stringent set of controls was introduced. The 
height of new buildings was limited by the width of the roadway. Open 
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areas behind houses were obligatory, and their size determined by the 
heights of neighbouring buildings. Heights of ceilings of basements and 
of ground floor rooms were to be at least 8 ft. 6 in. and other levels, below 
the roof, 8 ft. Every habitable room had to have a window or windows, 
one tenth or better of the floor area and one half of their area had to be 
openable. Rooms without fireplaces had to have ventilators. Chimneys had 
to be of incombustible material, and hearths and slabs properly bedded. 
The heights of factory chimneys were determined by the horse-power of 
the engine. About the only facet not covered in some degree by more 
modern legislation was the provision of a damp-proof course. This came 
to be mandatory in 1868 under the Leicester Improvement Act of that 
year. All these powers conferred by bye-law were, of course, superseded 
by subsequent Public Health Acts, but at a time when national legislation 
on housing quality was vestigial, they ensured that Leicester's housing, 
built to meet the population expansion of the nineteenth century, was of 
a reasonably high standard. 

These were important effects on Leicester at the time, and it is clear 
that the records will have a number of uses for the historian. Although a 
good deal of work is now being done on them, their potential is only just 
beginning to be exploited. Before moving into a general survey of what 
was happening, it is worth pointing out just two of the uses which are not 
immediately obvious. First, the provision of industrial potential and growth 
of a town can be assessed from the provision of new factories and work 
space available. Although some idea of this can be obtained from maps, 
a continuous picture can be obtained by measuring the actual floor areas 
of the new factories as permission was given for their construction. A 
second industrial use of the plans is_ as an indicator of the application of 
power to industry in the nineteenth century. Until the mechanisation of 
the hosiery industry, power was mainly used in the yarn spinning factories. 
Only after Cotton's patent of 1864, was it really possible to use power in 
hosiery. A clause in the 1859 bye-laws, No. 10A, regulates the height of new 
engine house chimneys according to the horse power of the engine to be 
installed. Up to 3 horse-power there was no minimum limit, but for an 
engine of 3-5 horse-power the chimney had to be 60 ft. high, from 5 to 
20 horse-power 80 ft. high, 20 to 30 horse-power 100 ft. high and 120 ft. 
above 30 h.p. As hosiery manufacturers applied for permission to build 
engine houses it is therefore possible to estimate the size of engine they 
were installing. Even so, the obvious primary value of the plans is to chart 
the physical growth of the town in detail, to show exactly where growth 
was taking place, and to illustrate the fluctuations in building rates. A 
number of factors will operate to determine all these, but it is not the 
purpose of this introduction to do any more than indicate some of the 
main changes. The growth in population of the town is obviously linked 
closely with new housing and in an era before Local Authority slum clear
ance and building programmes depended on the hunches of building speculat
ors and entrepreneurs. The graph of population growth is thus very impor
tant. This is given in figure 2 based on the decennial figures. As the change in 
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the extent of the borough which took place in 1892 introduces a variable 
in the graph with the inclusion of Aylestone, Belgrave, North Evington, 
West Humberstone, Knighton, Leicester Abbey and Newfoundpool, figures 
for these have been included for the earlier period. It is apparent that the 
steepest growth, the greatest acceleration of the population took place 
around 1880, perhaps between 1875 and 1885. The house building peak 
years do not come until the curve has suddenly flattened out between 1891 
and 1901. Obviously there is scope for research here. 

The figures for planning permissions show immense fluctuations as 
can be seen in figure 1. A sudden rise in the early 186os with a population 
of about 70,000, after a year's recession in 1866, climbed to about 80,000. 
It was another 12 years (in 1878) before that programme was exceeded, 
and then not by much, with the population up to 114,000. A series of 
disaster years for the building industry followed, until in 1884 the number 
of houses built fell below the 1861 figure to only 220. The acceleration 
of the population growth had eventually to be matched by new housing, 
and recovery was as dramatic from 1884 to 1888 as the previous fall had 
been. Even when the figures for those areas engulfed in 1892, formerly 
separate districts, are added to the town figures (shown by the dotted line 
in figure 1), the shape of the picture is not greatly altered. The remarkable 
spurts of 1897 to 1899 represent probably the sudden growth of the New
foundpool area and the beginning of the reconstruction of High Street. 
Indeed it is in the detailed consideration of construction or reconstruction of 
areas that the greatest interest lies. It is possible to watch major changes like 
the modernisation of High Street at the beginning of the century or the 
creation of the new Charles Street in about 1930 in microscopic detail. 

The applications and plans can throw light not only on individual 
architects who drew the plans up and signed many of them, but on the 
scale of operation of individual builders. The impression that the "small 
man" was the foundation of the building industry is strong. A few major 
developers stand out: men like Harrison, Orson Wright or Hewitt who, 
in the great 1890s boom, were proposing to build twenty or more houses 
at a time. Hewitt once applied for 116 at once and nearly 250 in 1898 alone; 
the majority of applications were for smaller groups. Figure 3 shows the 
distribution at ten year intervals in applications to put up new housing. 
For each of these decade years applications to build one to five houses, 
six to ten, eleven to fifteen and so on have been graphed. The predominance 
of the small man is obvious; only one application was for over 50 houses 
(52) two were for 44 houses (1 in 1910, and I in the boom year of 1900). 
Applications to build ten houses or less resulted in 2,794 buildings, II to 
20 in 558, 21 to 30 in 132. Even though the same builder might make 
several applications in a single year, it is clear that the scale of operations 
was small. 

In addition to the new buildings, houses and factories, there were, of 
course, hundreds of applications for additions, alterations, the installation 
of water closets, the building (later on) of motor houses, sheds and, most 
noticeably, the construction of shop fronts on to what had once been purely 
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domestic premises. The evolution of houses into small shops has hardly been 
looked at yet. The hordes of applications in the 1890s for shop fronts in the 
Conduit Street and Highfields area indicate changes in demand and in 
retailing which are only one more intriguing aspect of Leicester's past which 
may be studied from these plans. They form an archive group which has 
been almost totally neglected until recently. In Leicester it is fortunate 
that they have not been thrown away but have been transferred to the 
Museum's Archive Department by the goodwill of the City's Chief Building 
Inspector. Historians owe a debt of gratitude to Mr. Emery and his deputy 
Mr. Bedford. In how many other towns are similar plans lying neglected? 
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