
AYLESTONE HALL: THE BIOGRAPHY
OF A MEDIEVAL MANOR HOUSE

Neil Finn

Detailed survey, and tree-ring dating, of the medieval manor house at Aylestone
has established that this aisled timber hall was built before the middle of the
14th century. A solar cross wing was added in the late 15th or early 16th
century and the open hall was floored over in the later 16th century. A major
reconstruction of the medieval hall in the late 17th or early 18th century saw
the walls rebuilt in stone and the roof structure replaced. The service end was
rebuilt c.1768. A documented restoration in 1850 appears to have been largely
a cosmetic exercise. Historical sources provide a context for some of these
episodes of alteration and shed light on the recent history of Aylestone Hall.

INTRODUCTION

Aylestone is 2½ miles south-west of Leicester, the old village lying between the
busy A426 Aylestone Road and the River Soar to the north-west. In 1892 the
village was brought within the administrative control of Leicester and today forms
part of a sprawling city suburb.1 Aylestone Hall is an imposing, if not obviously
attractive building standing within a small public park between Old Church Street
and Aylestone Road at national grid reference SK 5743 0114 (Fig. 1). A coating of
grey roughcast render gives some uniformity of appearance to this multi-period
structure which includes, timber, stone, and brick-built elements. Repair and
alteration works in 2003 provided the context for the first detailed investigation
of the grade II* listed Hall and its outbuildings. This paper is based on the results
of that investigation, undertaken by Neil Finn of ULAS with David Smith and Rob
Hayward of TR Projects. Tree-ring dating was carried out by Robert Howard of
the Nottingham Tree Ring Dating Laboratory.2

The paper is in two parts. The first part considers the fabric of Aylestone Hall
and the evidence for its structural development from the 14th century until the
middle of the 19th century; documentary sources are used to place the various
episodes of alteration in their historical context. The second part examines the
recent history of the Hall following the sale of the Aylestone estate in 1869. This
section also considers the reasons why Aylestone Hall has survived when several
other gentry houses on the outskirts of Leicester were demolished to accommodate
suburban expansion in the later 19th and early 20th centuries.

1 J. D. Martin and P. Wilson, ‘Aylestone’ in R. A. McKinley (ed.), A History of the County of
Leicester iv The City of Leicester. London: Oxford University Press, 1958, 415–20.

2 N. Finn, R. Hayward and D. Smith, Aylestone Hall, Aylestone, Leicester: An Archaeological Building
Assessment, unpublished ULAS report 2003–030; N. Finn, ‘Aylestone Hall, Old Church Street,
Aylestone’, TLAHS, 78 (2004), 147–8; R. Howard, Tree-ring Analysis of Timbers from Aylestone
Hall, Aylestone, Leicester, unpublished Nottingham Tree-ring Dating Laboratory report 2003.

Trans. Leicestershire Archaeol. and Hist. Soc., 81 (2007)



I

GENERAL DESCRIPTION AND OUTLINE CHRONOLOGY

A note on orientation. The long axis of Aylestone Hall is aligned approximately
north-east to south-west, to simplify description this is taken hereafter to be
north–south.

There are three principal elements to Aylestone Hall: a tall central range, a
southern cross-wing and a wide northern wing; to the north of the Hall is an L-
shaped range of outbuildings (Fig. 2). The southern cross-wing is stone-built on
the ground floor with timber framing above and has long been recognised as a
solar or private chamber block originally serving a medieval hall;3 this was
probably constructed in the late 15th or early 16th century although precise dating
is uncertain. A preliminary survey and report on the building by Heritage Projects
in 1995 concluded that the extant central range was built in the mid 19th century,
replacing the medieval hall.4 It is now clear that this range retains substantial

3 N. Pevsner, The Buildings of England: Leicestershire and Rutland. Harmondsworth: Penguin Books
1960, 167–8.

4 P. Dixon, S. Heald and C. McGee, A Preliminary Report and Survey of Aylestone Hall,
Leicestershire, unpublished Heritage Projects report 1995, 7.
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Fig. 1. East front of Aylestone Hall in the 1950s. Reproduced courtesy of the
Records Office for Leicestershire, Leicester and Rutland (DE3736).
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Fig. 2. Location Plan. Based on Ordnance Survey map SK5701 SE 1970.
© Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Licence number AL100021187.

Aylestone Hall and outbuildings in bold outline. North at top. Inset block plan
showing A: central hall range; B: southern cross-wing; C: northern wing; D: porch.



fragments of an aisled timber hall, built before the middle of the 14th century.
Episodes of alteration in the 16th century and in the late 17th or early 18th
century have been identified. The brick-built northern wing, constructed c.1768,
occupies the site of the service end of the medieval hall. The earliest section of the
range of brick outbuildings to the north of the Hall was probably also built at this
time. A documented restoration of Aylestone Hall in 1850 appears to have been a
largely cosmetic exercise, although the outbuildings were substantially extended
and re-fronted.5 Various alterations were made after Leicester Corporation
acquired the building in 1950.

MANORIAL HISTORY

The descent of the Manor of Aylestone has been researched and published in
detail;6 a concise account is included in the VCH.7 Briefly, the manor has been
held by a succession of prominent families. Before the Norman conquest
Aylestone was a possession of Countess Alveva, wife of Aelfgar, Earl of Mercia. In
1086 it was held by Robert de Beaumont, Count of Meulan, for whom the title
Earl of Leicester was created. Aylestone remained a possession of the earls of
Leicester until 1204 when it passed by marriage to Saer de Quincy, created Earl of
Winchester in about 1210. De Quincy gave the manor to his daughter Arabella on
her marriage to Richard de Harecurt. In 1280 it passed in marriage to Fulke de
Pembrugge, along with the manor of Tong and other lands in Shropshire and
Wiltshire. The Pembrugge family held Aylestone from the Harecurt family until
1409 when it was settled on Sir Richard de Vernon. The Vernon family, whose
principal seat was Haddon Hall in Derbyshire, held Aylestone until 1565. On the
death of Sir George Vernon in that year Aylestone passed, with Haddon and other
Derbyshire estates, to John Manners. In 1641 his grandson, also named John,
became 8th Earl of Rutland on the death of his cousin the 7th earl. The 9th earl,
another John Manners, was made first Duke of Rutland in 1703. The dukes of
Rutland held Aylestone manor until Charles John Cecil, 6th duke, sold the estate
in June 1869. Thereafter the manorial rights appear to have been extinguished.

THE 14TH CENTURY HALL

The central range includes fragments of an aisled or ‘quasi-aisled’ timber hall.8

Parts of two cross-frames, or trusses and a portion of the western arcade plate
remain in situ; other elements may survive concealed by later fabric. The 14th
century roof has been replaced. However, many of the timbers were reused in a

5 N. Pevsner, The Buildings of England: Leicestershire and Rutland (second edition revised by E.
Williamson with G. K. Brandwood). London: Penguin Books 1992, 266; J. Braund and J. Evans,
Old Aylestone, Leicester: Anderson Publications 1983, 5; Dixon et al. 1995, as n. 4, p.7.

6 M. P. Dare, Aylestone Manor and Church. Leicester: Edgar Backus 1924; G. K. Thomson,
‘Aylestone: The Descent of the Manor’, TLAS, 17 (1933), 206–221.

7 Martin and Wilson 1958, as n. 1, pp.415–16.
8 See below, n. 11.

92 NEIL FINN



later structural phase and detailed recording of these has permitted a
reconstruction of the original roof form. Similarly, although the service end of the
early hall has been rebuilt, the original plan form is apparently reflected in the
layout of the present northern wing (Figs. 3 and 4). It is therefore possible, despite
its fragmentary survival, to arrive at a reasonable understanding of the overall
form of the 14th-century Hall.

The open hall

At the junction of the central and southern ranges are the remains of a closed truss
of aisled form, defining the south (high) end of the medieval hall. The upper part
of both aisle posts, arch braces and much of the tiebeam are in situ (Fig. 5). The
cambered tiebeam has simple decoration on its internal face consisting of a
chamfer to the lower arris and above this a groove of shallow V-profile. The
jowled aisle posts lack decoration. Both arcade plates are missing at this point. A
mortice visible in the eastern aisle post would have accommodated a brace rising
to the underside of the arcade plate. A section of panel infill survives above the
eastern arch brace, consisting of plaster on stone slabs. The infill is formed around
a series of pegs set into the principal timbers. Peg holes in the underside of both
arch braces indicate that equivalent infill closed the lower part of the truss. There
must have been further framing members in the central part of the truss than is
indicated in the reconstruction drawings (Figs. 9 and 12), but no evidence remains
to indicate the arrangement of these.9

A second truss, to the north, separated the hall from the cross-passage beyond.
Surviving elements of this truss include the eastern aisle post, aisle tie and wall
post (Fig. 6). The aisle post is quatrefoil in plan measuring about 21 inches
(533mm) across and is cut from a single large tree trunk (Figs. 7 and 8a). The post
survives to its full height of 22ft 9in (6.93m) above present floor level and has a
tenon at the top on which the now missing tiebeam would have been seated. There
is a moulded capital just above the level of the aisle tie, truncated on all but the
east side; its profile is shown in Fig. 8b. Above the capital the post is square in
section. There is a mortice for an arcade brace immediately above the capital on
the north face, an equivalent mortice would be expected on the south side but this
face is not visible. There is a fillet cut from the solid on at least two of the ‘lobes’
of the aisle post and possibly originally on three. The fourth ‘lobe’, on the east
side, has no fillet and is of slightly different profile (Fig. 8a). A closed panel
between this and the east wall post would originally have formed a screen, or
spere, preventing draughts from the door at the east end of the cross-passage
entering the hall. A similar arrangement would have occurred adjacent to the west
doorway. A series of peg holes on the inside face of the east wall post suggests

9 A comparable closed truss occurs at the east end of the former hall of the Corpus Christi guild in
Guildhall Lane, Leicester. Morriss illustrates a similar infill arrangement in the upper part of an
open truss in an early 14th-century building in Queen Street, Salisbury. R. K. Morriss, The
Archaeology of Buildings, Stroud: Tempus Publishing 2000, 96.
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similar infill to that found in the truss to the south. A mortice in the north face of
the wall post would have accommodated a timber forming the head of the
doorway at the east end of the cross-passage. The aisle tie has a chamfer to its
lower arris and the carpenter’s mark II on its underside; there are corresponding
marks on the aisle post and wall post. The wall plate was apparently located above
the aisle tie, in a reversed assembly arrangement. Framing below the aisle tie was
inserted later, probably in the 16th century. The lowest horizontal member is
likely to have formed the head of the opening at the foot of the 16th-century
staircase (see below).
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Fig. 5. Section A–A1, 14th-century timbers shaded, original infill stippled.



These two trusses are located at either end of a two-bay open hall (Fig. 9) with
internal dimensions of c.38ft 8½in long × 31ft 10in wide (c.11.8m × 9.7m),
excluding the cross-passage. On the north side of the spere truss, the cross-passage
occupies a short (or half) bay giving the hall a total length of c.46ft (c.14m). This
is comparable with the size of 14th-century aisled halls elsewhere.10

10 M. Wood, The English Medieval House. London: J. M. Dent 1965, 46.
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Fig. 6. Section B–B1, 14th-century timbers shaded.
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Fig. 7. Quatrefoil aisle post.

Fig. 8. 14th-century moulded timbers: a. quatrefoil aisle post (plan view)
showing position of former spere; b. capital fragment, quatrefoil aisle post (section);

c. ?cornice.



No evidence was seen to indicate the form of the truss over the centre of the
hall. True aisled halls were falling out of favour by the early 14th century and
various methods were developed to dispense with the aisle posts in order to
provide unimpeded floor space, these are described as ‘quasi-aisled’ halls or ‘aisled
hall derivatives’.11 The most common method adopted was a base-cruck truss, or
trusses, over the body of the hall.12 In Kent this arrangement is found during most
of the 14th century and was the usual way of removing free-standing posts from a
two-bay hall.13 Closed trusses, for example end walls, continued to be built in
aisled form. Spere trusses were also aisled, as the space between the aisle post and
wall post could conveniently be in-filled to form the screen or spere.

The surviving section of the western arcade plate is at least 6.9m long, over the
north end of the hall and the cross-passage (Fig. 9). There is a splayed scarf joint
just to the south of the spere truss, the internal detail of which was not discernible.

11 Wood 1965, as n. 10, pp.35–48, esp. p.42; E. Mercer, English Vernacular Houses. London: HMSO
1975, 10.

12 J. T. Smith, ‘Medieval roofs: a classification’, Archaeological Journal, 115 (1958), 111–49, esp.
p.140; N. W. Alcock and M. Barley, ‘Medieval roofs with base crucks and short principals’,
Antiquaries Journal, 52 (1972), 132–68.

13 P. S. Barnwell and A. T. Adams, The House Within: Interpreting Medieval Houses in Kent. London:
HMSO 1994, 33; S. Pearson, The Medieval Houses of Kent: An Historical Analysis. London:
HMSO 1994, 55.
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Fig. 9. Partial reconstruction of the 14th century hall viewed from the north-west
with conjectural aisled service end (dashed outline). Arrows indicate doorways at

either end of cross-passage.



Birdsmouth joints at c.18–20in (460–500mm) centres indicate the spacing of
rafters in the 14th century roof.

A series of reused moulded timbers probably represent the remains of original
decoration within the 14th-century hall (Fig. 10). In profile (Fig. 8c) these are near
identical to a cornice in the hall at Ightham Mote, Kent dated to c.1337.14

The service end

The service end of the 14th century hall has been rebuilt and no medieval fabric
seems to survive. However, the extant northern wing appears to occupy the same
footprint as the original service end. The east–west dimension of this range
matches the width of the aisled hall and its north–south dimension beyond the
cross-passage (now hallway), at c.19ft 8in (6.m), equates closely with the bay
length of the open hall. It is also notable that the small service rooms on the west
side of the northern wing correspond with the width of the aisles. This may
indicate that the service end of the 14th-century hall formed part of the aisled
structure, with the original layout fossilised in subsequent episodes of rebuilding.
The position of the scarf joint in the surviving western arcade plate tends to
support this interpretation, suggesting that the plate would originally have
extended further to the north. It is rare for service ends of aisled form to survive,
probably because these were not readily adaptable in later centuries and were
instead rebuilt.15 Alternatively the service end may have been a separate range of
building forming a cross-wing at the north end of the hall. If the carpenter’s marks
recorded on several timbers of the spere truss were part of a sequential truss
numbering system then this would be the second in that sequence. The first in the
series would have to have been the truss defining the north side of the cross
passage, suggesting that the service end was a separate range of building. The
internal layout of the original service end is not known; a buttery and pantry,

14 Pearson 1994, as n. 13, p.159, Fig.154.
15 Barnwell and Adams 1994, as n. 13, p.13.
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Fig. 10. Moulded timber (?cornice) re-used in roof of central hall range.



possibly separated by a passageway leading to a detached kitchen, is a typical
arrangement.16 If there was a detached kitchen its location is unknown.

Private accommodation

There is no clear evidence to indicate the position of the private accommodation in
the 14th century. There may have been a separate solar block at the high end of
the hall although diagnostic details within the extant southern cross-wing all point
to this being later in date. Alternatively there might have been a further bay of the
aisled structure on the south side of the hall, with the private accommodation in
this in-line end. The surviving early panel infill in the truss at the south end of the
hall appears weathered on its external (south) face however, suggesting that it was
exposed to the elements before the present solar cross-wing was constructed. This
would tend to argue against either a two-storey cross-wing or a further aisled bay.
Alternatively, the service end may have been storied with the private
accommodation on the first floor, a not uncommon arrangement in the 13th and
early 14th centuries.17

The 14th century roof

A series of 5in square (127mm) oak timbers, re-used as floor joists in the attic,
were identified as being rafters from an early roof (Fig. 11); tree-ring dating has
confirmed that these are 14th century in date (below). At least 28 such timbers
were located and detailed recording of empty joint matrices indicates that these
derive from a roof structure with collar-rafters and soulaces (Fig. 12). A number
of the soulaces have also been identified, again reused for other purposes. This
roof form may occur either with or without a collar purlin, a longitudinal member
set below the collar that serves to prevent racking. When present, the collar purlin
is supported by crown posts rising from the centre of each tiebeam – the defining
characteristic of the crown-post roof.18 A mortice in the centre of the top face of
the surviving south truss tiebeam would be expected were this a crown-post roof;
unfortunately this portion of the tiebeam is missing (Fig. 5). In closed trusses such
as this there are often transverse braces running downward from the crown post to
the tiebeam. A peg-hole offset from the centre of the tiebeam suggests a mortice at
this point, possibly for a downward brace from a crown post, as proposed in Fig.
12. A comparable arrangement is seen in a very similar truss at the east end of the
former hall of the Corpus Christi guild in Guildhall Lane, Leicester.19

Most early timber-framed aisled buildings are generally thought to have had
hipped roofs, whilst stone-built examples are usually gabled. The 14th- or 15th-
century aisled monastic barn at Newhouse Grange, Sheepy Magna, has hipped

16 J. Grenville, Medieval Housing. London: Leicester University Press 1997, 90, Fig.4.1.
17 Wood 1965, as n. 10, p. 72.
18 Smith 1958, as n. 12, p.113.
19 Pevsner 1992, as n. 5, pp.221–2, Plate 19.
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Fig. 11. 14th century rafters reused as attic floor joists in the central hall range.

Fig. 12. Partial reconstruction of 14th century roof structure and truss at the south
end of hall.



ends with gablets. Reconstruction drawings of the early 14th-century Til House,
Clifton, Nottinghamshire show a gabled end to the services and there are
indications that the Guildhall in Leicester may have had gabled ends.20 There is no
clear evidence for the arrangement at Aylestone Hall although the form of the
south truss and evidence for weathering of the infill may indicate a gabled end.
Most of the evidence for hipped ends in early timber aisled halls comes from the
south-east and it is possible that gables were not particularly unusual in the
midland counties.

Dating and context

Samples were taken for tree-ring dating from timbers in both of the surviving early
trusses. None of these samples retained complete sapwood however interpretation
of the surviving sapwood and heartwood/sapwood boundaries suggests that all of
the timbers were cut in a single felling operation some time between 1333 and
1355. Subsequently further samples were taken from timbers identified as being
reused rafters from the early roof structure. One of these had complete sapwood
giving a felling date of 1339. The relative position of the heartwood/sapwood
boundary in another sample was consistent with this date. Accepting that the
reused timbers are from the original roof, and given the internal cross-matching of
samples, the inference must be that all the dated timbers were felled in 1339.21

The quatrefoil aisle post from the northern truss had a low but sufficient
number of rings to permit analysis, however the sample could not be satisfactorily

20 T. H. Fosbrooke, ‘Newhouse Grange, Sheepy, Leicestershire’, TLAAS, 11 (1913–14), 85–86; M.
Barley, The English Farmhouse and Cottage. Gloucester: Sutton, 1961, 26; Grenville 1997, as n. 16,
Fig. 5.2.

21 Howard 2003, as n. 2.
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Fig. 13. West front of Aylestone Hall during renovation, the recessed centre section
may have been created in the late 16th century with the removal of the west aisle

to facilitate the installation of first floor windows lighting the chamber over the hall,
viewed from the north-west.



cross-matched against a full range of reference chronologies. This may have been
due to the slightly wide and undifferentiated pattern of the growth rings, which
showed very little variation from year to year, inhibiting cross-matching and
dating.22 It is notable that similar problems have been encountered with the dating
of moulded aisle posts in Essex.23

Construction of the 14th-century hall at Aylestone is attributable to either
Fulke de Pembrugge III (b.1310) or his younger brother Robert. Fulke III was
living in 1333/4 when he was involved in a lawsuit, but was evidently dead by
1345. In that year his widow Alice, already re-married, was engaged in a lawsuit
against Robert.24 Dare suggests that Fulke III died in 1333/4, in which case Robert
de Pembrugge must have been responsible for building the 14th-century Aylestone
Hall.25 This presumably replaced an earlier manorial building of which nothing is
known.

THE SOUTHERN CROSS-WING

The two-storey solar cross-wing on the south side of the 14th-century hall was
probably constructed in the late 15th or early 16th century although precise
dating is uncertain (Fig. 13). The three-bay structure has a stone-built ground
storey and timber-framed upper storey, although much of the framing to the
external walls has subsequently been replaced with brick and the whole is now
rendered. The four cross frames/principal rafter roof trusses defining the three
bays are identified here as trusses T1–T4, from west to east (Fig. 14), possibly
reflecting the original numbering sequence as suggested by the carpenter’s mark
IV on the tiebeam of the easternmost truss. Peg-hole evidence indicates that both
gable walls (T1 & T4) were originally close studded. The tiebeam, collar and
principal rafters of truss T1 survive, but brick has replaced the close studs above
and below the tiebeam. Only the tiebeam of T4 remains. Peg-hole evidence in the
south wall plate was only partially visible, making it difficult to reconstruct the
wall framing on this side. Pairs of peg holes in the truss T2 south wall post could
relate to downward braces or a middle rail (Fig. 14). The two first floor mullion
windows in this elevation do not appear to correspond with original window
positions; their stone surrounds are also clearly reused and were probably
inserted in the mid 19th century.

On each floor there is a principal room of two bays, with a subsidiary room
occupying the eastern bay. A brick-built lateral chimneystack in the north wall
formerly served fireplaces heating the larger room on each floor; the brick is early
and could well be 16th century.26 Timber panelling lining the larger ground floor
room is discussed below; this conceals the close-studded infill to T3 (Fig. 15). The

22 Howard 2003, as n. 2.
23 John Walker pers. comm.
24 Dare 1924, as n. 6, pp.13–14.
25 Dare 1924, as n. 6, p.14.
26 Brick dimensions: 9 × 4¾ × 1¾ inches.
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smaller eastern ground floor room seems originally to have accommodated the
staircase rising to the first floor, but by the 19th century had been converted into
a wine cellar. A blocked window opening was recorded in the east wall of this
room and a blocked door and window in the south wall (Fig. 16).

The principal accommodation was on the first floor. Over the centre of the
two-bay chamber is the open truss T2, with cambered tiebeam and knee braces.
Wall posts, tiebeam and braces are decorated with a plain chamfer. Queen struts
are framed between tiebeam and collar and the purlins are clasped. The principal
rafters are reduced above the collar, but increase in size further up forming a curve
to the underside of the bridled apex. The closed truss T3 is complete except for
some of the plaster on stone infill which has been replaced (Figs. 15 and 17). There
is a good series of carpenter’s assembly marks on the studs above the cambered
tiebeam. Blocked doorways at the north and south end of this truss are original

Fig. 14. Section C–C1 southern solar cross-wing.
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Fig. 15. Section D–D1 southern solar cross-wing truss T3 with later panelling on the
ground floor.
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openings. A third, off-centre doorway, now also blocked, is a later insertion. The
slightly wider north doorway opened off the staircase. The south door led to a
closet in the east bay. A series of large peg holes in the studs of T3 may be
associated with a canopy of some form, located between the two early doorways.
The relative status of the ground and first floor rooms is reflected in the quality of
the timberwork of truss T3. Although there is close studding at both levels, the
ground floor studs are of lesser scantling, typically 5in (127mm) wide compared
with 7in (178mm) wide studs on the first floor.

The roof structure of this range is substantially intact. There are curved
windbraces between the principal rafters and clasped side purlins; common rafters
supported on the purlins are bridled at the apex. The ridge piece in the centre bay
is a later insertion. The roof covering was apparently originally thatch but is now
Swithland slate. The one significant modification to this roof was the creation of
the hip at the east end. An inserted collar beam carries a triangular lead plaque
with the name J Knight and the date 1850 stamped into it. This does not appear to
commemorate the date of this alteration, however, since the hip was extant before

Fig. 16. Blocked door and window openings in the south wall of the eastern
ground floor room of the southern cross-wing revealed by the removal of wine

storage bins, with close studding of truss T3 to the right.

Fig. 17. Southern cross-wing, principal first-floor chamber
looking east towards truss T3.



then and is seen in an illustration of the hall in 1844 by the local artist John
Flower (Fig. 18).27

Dating and context

Core samples were taken for tree-ring dating from various timbers in the southern
solar cross-wing. None had a sufficient number of rings to permit analysis
however and dating is therefore based on comparative stylistic evidence. A
number of examples of the reduced principal rafter roof truss form have been
recorded in Leicestershire and Rutland, typically in high-status buildings.28 Dated
examples include the gatehouse at Leicester Castle (rebuilt after a fire in 1446–7),
the former manor house at 54, Sparrow Hill, Loughborough (1475) and 10–14
Churchgate, Hallaton (c.1484–1509).29 The heavy close studding, heavy cranked
tiebeams and substantial first floor joists, laid flat, would all be consistent with a
construction date in the later 15th or early 16th century. The Vernon family held

27 The 1844 ink and wash drawing by Flower in the ROLLR (L914.2) is the earliest illustration of
Aylestone Hall that has been traced. A reference in Pevsner 1992, as n. 5, p.226, to early illustrations
of the Hall c.1600 is erroneous, see TLAHS 42 (1966–7), 85 for the origin of this reference.

28 Finn, Hayward and Smith 2003, as n. 2, p.17. Also Flore’s House, Oakham (N. Hill pers. comm.)
and 7 Main Street, Frisby-on-the-Wreake.

29 Pevsner 1992, as n. 5, p.219, 294; N. Hill, ‘10–14 Churchgate, Hallaton’s Lost Manor House?’,
TLAHS, 77 (2003), 12–34.
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Fig. 18. 1844 illustration of Aylestone Hall from the north-east by John Flower.
Reproduced courtesy of the Records Office for Leicestershire, Leicester and Rutland

(L914.2).



Aylestone during this period but construction of the southern cross-wing cannot
be attributed with confidence to any particular individual.

REMODELLING OF THE HALL IN THE 16TH CENTURY

A stone chimneystack was inserted into the hall, backing onto the cross-passage
adjacent to the west aisle; this presumably replaced an open hearth. The moulded
western spere post was probably removed at that time. The open hall was floored
over and a staircase installed providing access to the new upper chamber. The
extant first floor structure is certainly later (see below), but there are reasons to
conclude that this replaced an earlier floor over the hall. The staircase was located
in the east aisle, separated off from the hall by a close-studded timber partition.
This partition also formed one side of a revised entrance to the hall from the cross-
passage, the other side being formed by the jamb of the chimneystack. The
staircase was accessed from the cross-passage through an opening created in the
spere adjacent to the east doorway. An inserted beam with chamfer and scroll
stops formed the head of this opening. A truncated post incorporated into the
present stair may be a newel to this 16th-century staircase.

The low sidewalls of aisled buildings presented certain problems in terms of
lighting first floor chambers. Various solutions might be adopted, one of the
simplest being the introduction of dormer windows in the roof slope. Another
method was to remove one of the aisles in order to create a vertical wall face for
the installation of first floor windows.30 Although this necessitated structural
alterations it also provided an opportunity to update the appearance the building.
The west aisle at Aylestone Hall may have been removed for this reason when the
first floor was inserted into the hall in the 16th century (Figs. 13 and 24). This
would presumably have involved the removal of the base cruck on the west side
and construction of a new front wall on the line of the western arcade plate. It
need not have affected the original upper roof structure of the hall however. The
new front wall may have been stone-built and is possibly the extant west wall,
although the equivalent stone wall on the east side is certainly later and is
attributable to the late 17th or early 18th century (see below). Alternatively the
new west front wall may have been timber-framed, possibly close-studded as in
the contemporary staircase partition. This would account for the existence of
various timbers subsequently reused in the late 17th- or early 18th-century roof
structure.

The service end

The extent of any alteration to the service accommodation at this time is
uncertain. If the service rooms were originally under the same roof as the hall then
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it is probable that this end of the building was also altered as part of the 16th-
century work: it is extremely unlikely that an aisled service end was retained until
the late 17th or early 18th century. If the service end was a separate range of
building roofed independently of the hall then significant structural alterations
would not have been necessary.

Dating and context

The introduction of a chimneystack replacing the open hearth, thus allowing the
hall to be floored over, is a regular pattern which occurred in the later 16th and
early 17th centuries. These could be separate phases however, with the
chimneystack predating the first floor by many years. Evidence for the dating of
this process at Aylestone Hall is limited. Scroll stops, like those on the inserted
beam associated with the hall staircase, began to be used in the late 16th century.31

Close-studding, as in the partition enclosing the staircase, occurs throughout the
16th century in Leicestershire, but is unlikely to be as late as the 17th century.
Aylestone passed to the Manners family in 1565 on the death of Sir George
Vernon, his daughter Dorothy (d.1584) having married Sir John Manners
(d.1611) two years earlier. It seems reasonable therefore to attribute this phase of
improvement either to John Manners or his son Sir George Manners (d.1623),
soon after the family acquired the manor.

ALTERATIONS TO THE HALL RANGE IN THE LATE
17TH OR EARLY 18TH CENTURY

The 14th-century roof over the central hall range was replaced by the extant roof
structure in the late 17th or early 18th century. The rubble stone sidewalls of the
hall are probably also of this date, though the west wall could be earlier as noted
above. The hall roof is a tall, ungainly structure based on a series of principal
rafter trusses with queen struts and high-set collars (Fig. 6). The southernmost
truss is of slightly different form (Fig. 5), lacking queen struts and with a second,
lower collar (in the other trusses the equivalent member is sectional, interrupted
by the queen struts). The principal rafters have a slight camber to their underside,
being widest at the point where the purlins are tenoned into them. Side purlins are
staggered and there are windbraces in the centre and southern bays. The roof
covering is Swithland slate.

The roof span is wide, covering both the nave and east aisle of the medieval
hall, the tiebeams measuring 27ft 2½in (8.3m) long. A number of the principal
rafter to tiebeam joints in this roof are secured with forelock bolts. These are also
used in conjunction with nailed iron fishplates to reinforce the joints fixing the
queen struts. One or two timbers fixed in this manner could be later insertions but
for the most part the ironwork appears to be an original constructional detail of
this roof (Fig. 19). New oak was sourced for the principal rafters, tiebeams and

31 L. Hall, Period House Fixtures and Fittings 1300–1900. Newbury: Countryside Books 2005, 161.
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queen-struts but most of the other members in this roof are reused timber. The
roof formerly accommodated a suite of attic rooms, probably servants’ quarters.
The attic floor structure is based on a series of close-set joists joined into the
tiebeams. In the two northern bays the floor joists are reused rafters from the
14th-century roof, discussed above, otherwise the joists are of tall, narrow
scantling typically 12in high × 2½in wide (305mm × 64mm), numbered
sequentially in each bay with the Roman numerals I–XX. These appear to have
supported a gypsum plaster type floor that has subsequently been taken up. The
attic rooms are no longer used and the staircase up to the attic has been removed.
Evidence for their former use includes taper burns on many of the roof timbers
and an incised cross on one of the purlins – possibly an apotropaic symbol.

The extant first floor structure in the hall range is of similar form to the attic
floor frame, with close-set upright oak joists joined into substantial transverse
beams built into the stone sidewalls. The joists are numbered in the same manner
as those of the attic floor. The exposed underside of one of the transverse beams is
chamfered with step and runout stops. The floor covering is now 20th-century
boards, the original surface may again have been of gypsum plaster type.

Interpreted as being part of the same episode of alteration are a series of splat
balusters, copying a twisted baluster form, reused in a mid 20th-century staircase
(Fig. 5). Splat balusters are common in secondary staircases, sometimes copying in
cheaper form the balusters of the principal stair.32 A bolection moulded fire
surround stolen some years ago from the ground floor of the south cross-wing
may have been installed around the same time.

Dating and context

Sir Christopher Wren is credited with pioneering the use of forelock bolts and
other iron fittings in innovative roof designs from the 1660s onwards. It was some

32 Hall 2005, as n. 31, p. 114.
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Fig. 19. The roof of the central hall range showing iron fixings and brick stack enlarged
c.1850 to accommodate hexagonal shafted ‘Tudor’ chimneys.



time before the use of forelock bolts33 became widespread however and they are
relatively common in 18th-century contexts.34 The hall roof at Aylestone is quite
unlike Wren’s engineered roof structures being rather more provincial in
conception. It may be contrasted, for example, with the roof of the Sir John Moore
School at Appleby Magna, completed in 1697, which was certainly inspired by
Wren if not of his own design.35 A date towards the end of the 17th century or in
the early decades of the 18th-century seems likely for the hall roof at Aylestone.
The tall, narrow joists in the floor over the hall and in the attic floor became
common from the second half of the 17th century.36 Details such as the splat
balusters and missing bolection moulded fire surround are consistent with a late
17th- to early 18th-century date range.

The two-storey east porch may have been added at this time. Brickwork was
observed in areas where decayed render had become detached, however not
enough of the underlying fabric was exposed to draw firm conclusions regarding
its construction and date. Porches of this type were common into the 17th century
but fell out of fashion early in the 18th century;37 it is unlikely to be as late as the
c.1768 phase of remodelling. The porch indicates that the orientation of the Hall
was reversed with the east elevation, overlooking the grounds, becoming the
principal front.

In terms of a historical context for these alterations, it is notable that the
Manners’ title was elevated in 1703 when the 9th earl was made first Duke of
Rutland. This might have been a catalyst for improvement, however there is no
indication that the family’s principal seat at Belvoir Castle was subject to a
significant building campaign around this time.38 Aylestone was one of numerous
manors held by the Dukes of Rutland and is unlikely to have been distinguished in
this way. In all probability the alterations carried out at that time were
necessitated by the age or inconvenience of the outmoded aisled hall.

THE NORTH RANGE AND OTHER MID
18TH-CENTURY WORK

The north range is constructed in 18th-century brick and roofed in Swithland
slate. The date 1768 cast into a lead rainwater hopper at the north-east corner,
along with the initials J F M, very likely commemorates its construction. This range
occupies the area of the cross-passage and service end of the medieval hall. A

33 H. M. Colvin, A Biographical Dictionary of British Architects 1600–1840. London: John Murray
1978, 918; J. W. P. Campbell, Sir Christopher Wren, the Royal Society and the Development of
Structural Carpentry 1660–1710, unpublished PhD thesis University of Cambridge 1999.

34 See for example C. A. Hewett, English Cathedral and Monastic Carpentry. Chichester: Phillimore
1985, 222–6.

35 The Wren Society (article initialled A.T.B.), Sir John Moore’s School at Appleby in Leicestershire:
Sir Chr. Wren and Sir Wm. Wilson, Architects, 1693–7, XI (1934), 84–107; N. Finn, The Sir John
Moore School, Appleby Magna, Leicestershire: An Archaeological Survey, unpublished ULAS report
2003, 8, Fig.6.

36 Hall 2005, as n. 31, pp. 164–5.
37 Hall 2005, as n. 31, pp. 23 & 42.
38 Pevsner 1992, as n. 5, pp .95–101.
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double-pile roof structure has resulted in a more acceptable roofline than that of
the adjacent central range. Much of the timber in this roof is again re-used oak,
but some members are deal. None of the iron fixings used in the hall roof occur in
this roof structure.

There is a broken pediment doorcase with fanlight at the west end of the
former cross-passage. The drawing of Aylestone Hall by John Flower in 1844
shows a similar doorcase on the porch on the east side of the central range (Fig.
18). Flower also shows multi-pane sashes in the north elevation at first floor level,
since replaced, though within the original openings.

Internally there are various decorative details within the northern range
consistent with this period, including a good series of 6-panel doors with L hinges.
Within the principal bedroom there is a pedimented doorcase with eared
architrave (Fig. 20). This room also has a neo-classical fire surround and deeply
moulded ceiling cornice, the latter replicated as part of the recent renovations. The
staircase at this end of the house was replaced in the 19th century, but is lit by a
tall round-headed window that is likely to be of this period (the original frame and
glazing were replaced in the mid 19th century). The east front door to the central
range, with its eared architrave, is also attributable to this phase.

Other 18th century details

Although most of the panelling within the principal ground floor room of the
southern cross-wing is of late 17th-century type, this is certainly re-used in its
present position. Some panelling above the fireplace is 18th century, but key to
dating the fitting out of this room seems to be the moulded and dentilated cornice.
This is the only element of the scheme certainly purpose-made to fit the room.

Fig. 20. 18th century pedimented doorcase within northern wing.



Similar dentilation occurs on the pedimented doorcases of the northern range and
on the dated lead rainwater hopper. The tall sash windows lighting this room were
presumably introduced at this time, although the extant sash leaves are later.
Comparable window openings on the ground floor of the west front may also be
of this date.

Outbuildings

The earliest section of the range of outbuildings to the north of the Hall is
constructed in similar brick to the northern range and is likely to have been built
around the same time (Fig. 21). In addition to stabling, this appears to have
provided accommodation for domestic tasks relocated from the remodelled service
end of the Hall. Particulars for the sale of Aylestone Hall in 1881 list a ‘Dairy,
Laundry, Wash-house, Coal and Fuel Shed’, all of which seem to have occupied
the range gable end on to Old Church Street.39

Context

The initials on the rainwater hopper are those of the distinguished soldier and
politician John Manners, Marquis of Granby (1721–1770), and his wife Frances
(1728–1761).40 The arrangement is curious since the initial of the family name is
normally placed above those of the forenames. Frances had died seven years
earlier, which may have had some bearing on this break from tradition. This John
Manners died before his father, the third Duke of Rutland, the title passing to his
son Charles Manners, the fourth duke. No evidence has been found to suggest that
John Manners, Marquis of Granby, was resident at Aylestone for any length of
time, he was however, certainly involved in managing the estate. He presented the
petition that resulted in the Inclosure Act of 1767 and was the principal recipient
of land in the award.41

MID 19TH CENTURY ALTERATIONS

Most histories of Aylestone record that the Hall was extensively altered in 1850.42

It is now clear that this was a largely cosmetic exercise, in the Gothic Revival style,
with the only major structural change being the enlargement of the outbuildings to
the north of the Hall (Fig. 21). John Flower’s 1844 illustration is particularly
useful in assessing the extent of the 1850 reworking of the Hall. Elements
previously attributed to the 1850 remodelling include the construction of the
present roof over the central range, the porch and bay window on the east front
and the hip to the roof of the southern cross-wing. The Flower illustration shows

39 ROLLR: Aylestone Hall sale particulars 17 May 1881, ID 43/27/19.
40 Dictionary of National Biography.
41 Martin and Wilson 1958, as n. 1, p. 417.
42 Dare 1924, as n. 6, p. 30; Braund and Evans 1983, as n. 5, p. 5; Pevsner 1992, as n. 5, p. 266; Dixon

et al. 1995, as n. 4, p. 7.
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that all of these elements were already in place prior to 1850. It is also clear that
the rendered star-shaped ‘Tudor’ chimneystacks were contrived as part of the
1850 work. Within the roof space 19th-century brickwork surmounts earlier,
more modest stacks (Fig. 19); Flower illustrates the earlier form (Fig. 18). The
roughcast covering to the exterior of the building is probably of this date. It was
rendered prior to this however, as indicated in the Flower drawing. Traces of lime
render were observed in several areas during the course of the survey, exposed
where the later cement render had decayed.

Mullion and mullion-and-transom windows, in stone and timber, are of this
period. The stone door surround to the east porch, with four-centred arch head
and sunk spandrels, replaced the 18th-century timber surround illustrated by
Flower. Areas of 19th-century brickwork exposed in the walls of the southern
cross-wing at first floor level suggest that the external timber wall framing was
replaced at this time. A medieval carved stone head, set into the exterior face of
the south wall of this range, is most readily explained as a Victorian curio.

Fig. 21. Development sequence of outbuildings to the north of the Hall.



A photograph of the Hall in 1917 taken by George Henton provides the only
evidence for a short-lived parapet around the roof of the northern wing and hall
(Fig. 22).43 This was presumably part of the 1850 work as it does not appear in the
Flower illustration. The parapet did little for the building, serving only to
emphasise the height of the hall roof; it had been removed by 1925. Internally,
various decorative details are attributable to this period.44

Outbuildings

The range of outbuildings backing on to Old Church Street was extended
northwards up to Cats Lane (now Hall Lane) in the 19th century (Fig. 21).45 The
earlier building was re-fronted at the same time, creating a unified façade with
four-centred arch heads to the door and window openings. The heavy Gothic
timber window frames are comparable with those added to the Hall in 1850. In
1881 this range contained ‘a three stall stable, two loose boxes, harness room,
carriage house, cow house, piggeries and calf house’.46

Other outbuildings and cottages

The 1881 sale particulars describe a further range of outbuildings, now
demolished, which comprised of ‘additional cow houses, stables, cart shed and
poultry house’. In 1940 this was described as a ‘Small Farmery’ with ‘enclosed
yard, cow shed for six, poultry place, cart shed, stable’.47 This block was located
to the south-west of the Hall adjacent to a walled kitchen garden, the site of which
is now occupied by tennis courts. Two cottages in Old Church Street, south-west
of the Hall, were described as ‘newly built’ in 1881; these were not examined as
part of the survey.

Context

The 1850 remodelling is attributable to John Henry Manners, 5th Duke of
Rutland (1778–1857), or possibly his son Charles John Cecil, 6th duke
(1815–1888). These improvements may have anticipated the sale of the Aylestone
estate, or perhaps were intended to improve the letting potential of the Hall. In
1846, shortly before this work was carried out, part of the Hall was in use as a
boarding school for young ladies.48 This may indicate difficulties in finding a
tenant to take on the entire building as a private residence. Following the

43 ROLLR: Henton Photographic Collection, no.36.
44 e.g. the room at the north-east corner of the house, described in the 1881 sale particulars at the

Breakfast Room, was probably fitted out at this time, as n. 39.
45 Cats Lane was renamed Hall Lane in 1931, J. D. Bennett, The Street Names of Leicester.

Leicestershire Museums, Art Galleries and Records Service, Museums Publication, 59 (1985), 13.
46 ROLLR: ID43/27/19, as n. 39.
47 ROLLR: Aylestone Hall 1940 sale catalogue, DE 4674/639.
48 Martin and Wilson 1958, as n. 1, p. 415.
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renovations the Hall was occupied in 1854 by a Joseph Knight.49 Nathaniel C.
Stone, who purchased the Hall at the 1869 sale, was the tenant in 1861.50

DISCUSSION

Few secular buildings of the 14th century survive in anything like their original
condition in Leicestershire. Much useful information may be recovered by
recording in detail fragments such as this, including early fabric reused in
subsequent building phases. Tree-ring dating indicates that all of the sampled
timbers from the 14th-century hall were probably felled in 1339 and construction
is likely to have been completed within a year or two of that date. The 14th
century building appears to have been of Faulkner’s ‘end hall’ type, with an
attached service range at the north end of the open hall.51 There is no clear
evidence to indicate a separate solar block at the south (high) end at that date and

49 Martin and Wilson 1958, as n. 1, p. 415.
50 Braund and Evans 1983, as n. 5, p. 5.
51 P. A. Faulkner, ‘Domestic Planning from the Twelfth to the Fourteenth Centuries’, Archaeological

Journal, 115 (1958), 150–183, esp. 163–6.
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Fig. 22. East front of Aylestone Hall in 1917 by George Henton. Reproduced courtesy of
the Records Office for Leicestershire, Leicester and Rutland (Henton Photographic

Collection no. 36).



the private accommodation may have been above the services. It is uncertain
whether the service end was under the same roof as the hall, as postulated in Fig.
23, or formed a separate cross-wing; the former seems most likely based on the
available evidence.

True aisled halls are relatively uncommon in this region and recorded examples
tend to be of early date and high status. Kathleen Sandall’s 1986 inventory of
domestic aisled halls with timber arcades lists only one Leicestershire example: the
Great Hall of Leicester Castle, dated c.1150.52 Stone-built examples include the
12th-century castle halls at Ashby de la Zouch, Leicestershire and Oakham,
Rutland.53 The recently recorded Medbourne Manor is somewhat later, with the
first phase timber aisled hall dated to c.1238.54 All are significantly earlier than

52 K. Sandall, ‘Aisled Halls in England and Wales’, Vernacular Architecture, 17 (1986), 21–35.
53 Pevsner 1992, as n. 5, pp. 80–3 and pp. 494–6.
54 N. Hill, ‘The Manor House, Medbourne: The Development of Leicestershire’s Earliest Manor

House’, TLAHS, 75 (2001), 36–61.

118 NEIL FINN

Fig. 23. Reconstruction of the Hall c.1339, with conjectural aisled service end.



Aylestone Hall however and it seems more likely that this was of quasi-aisled
form, probably with a base-cruck truss over the centre of the hall. The earliest part
of the Corpus Christi Guildhall in Leicester, attributed to the mid or late 14th-
century, has base-cruck trusses over the hall reverting to an aisled form for
the closed truss at its east end. Quaintree House, Braunston, Rutland, tree ring
dated to c.1307 is of similar form.55 There are several other midland examples
of late 13th- or early 14th-century quasi-aisled halls with base cruck trusses,
demonstrating that this arrangement was common in the region by the time that

55 Pevsner 1992, as n. 5, p. 221 and 457; Vernacular Architecture, 22 (1991), 45. Pevsner dates the
Corpus Christi Guildhall to the mid 14th century, documentary evidence indicates a date after
1365–6 for its construction and Fosbrooke and Skillington suggest it may date to soon after 1392:
T.H. Fosbrooke and S.H. Skillington, ‘The Old Town Hall of Leicester’, TLAS, 13 (1923), 3–72,
esp. p. 38.
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Fig. 24. Reconstruction of the Hall c.1600.



Aylestone Hall was constructed. These include West Bromwich Manor House,
Staffordshire (c.1273), the Old Manor House, Wasperton, Warwickshire (c.1300)
and Til House, Clifton, Nottinghamshire (1319/20).56 Some fully aisled buildings
were subsequently modified with the insertion of base-cruck trusses to clear the
aisle posts from the hall. Manor House, Medbourne, noted above, is a local
example, converted in c.1288.57 In this region crown-post roofs generally occur in
higher status buildings of the later 13th and 14th centuries. In the midland
counties the crown-post never descended the social scale to become a widespread
vernacular type as it did in the south east.58 The crown-post roof over the south

56 S. R. Jones, ‘West Bromwich Manor-House’, South Staffordshire Archaeological and Historical
Society, 17 (1975–6), 1–63; Vernacular Architecture, 20 (1989), 41; Wood 1965, as n. 10, pp.
140–1; Grenville 1997, as n. 16, p. 62, Fig. 5.2.

57 Hill 2001, as n. 54.
58 E. Mercer, English Vernacular Houses. London: HMSO 1975, p. 92 and 82.
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wing of the former Cross Keys Inn on Highcross Street, Leicester is tree-ring dated
to c.1335.59

A close parallel for the spere truss with quatrefoil timber aisle posts is Tiptofts
Manor, Wimbish, Essex, a quasi-aisled hall with hammerbeam centre truss. A
felling date range of 1282–1327 was determined for one of the spere posts, with
timbers of the south cross-wing having a comparable felling date range of
1287–1329.60

Subsequent alterations to Aylestone Hall included the construction of the
southern solar cross-wing in the late 15th or early 16th century. The insertion of
the chimneystack and flooring over of the open hall are typical of the
improvements made to many houses across the country from the later 16th
century onwards, reflecting changing expectations of privacy and comfort.61 This
episode is likely to have resulted in a near symmetrical principal (west) elevation,
with projecting two-storey gabled cross-wings at either end of the central two-
storey hall (Fig. 24). The ground plan arrived at then has persisted to the present
day, influencing subsequent episodes of alteration (Fig. 25).

The marriage of Dorothy Vernon to John Manners, second son of the first earl
of Rutland, in 1563, is said to have taken place at Aylestone although there is no
documentary evidence to support this.62 Their eldest son, Sir George Manners,
certainly resided at Aylestone for a time and the parish register records the
baptism of a number of his children there in the opening years of the 17th

59 R. Hartley, ‘107–109 Highcross Street (The Cross Keys Inn)’ TLAHS 62 (1988), 83–5; D. Smith,
‘Highcross Street, Leicester. C. Eden & Co. (formerly The Cross Keys Inn)’, TLAHS, 52 (1976–7),
91–2.

60 J. Walker, Tiptofts, Wimbish. Report prepared for the Vernacular Architecture Group 2003 Spring
Conference; I. Tyers & C. Groves, ‘Tree Ring Dates from University of Sheffield Dendrochronology
Laboratory’, Vernacular Architecture, 30 (1999), 113–128, esp. p. 118.

61 W. G. Hoskins, ‘The Rebuilding of Rural England, 1570–1640’, Past and Present, 4 (1953), 44–59,
reprinted in W. G. Hoskins, Provincial England Essays in Social and Economic History. London:
Macmillan 1965, 131–48; C. Platt, The Great Rebuildings of Tudor and Stuart England. London:
UCL Press 1994.

62 Dare 1924, as n. 6, pp. 23–5; Braund and Evans 1983, as n. 5, p. 5.
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Fig. 26. Aylestone Hall from the south-east following the 2003 renovations.



century.63 Nichols suggested that Aylestone was his ‘principal place of
residence’,64 however it seems more likely that Sir George only lived there during
his father’s lifetime while waiting to inherit Haddon, which he did in 1611.65 This
is a notable episode in the history of Aylestone Hall; it must be remembered that
this was just one of a large number of minor manors held by the Vernons, and
later the Manners, which would have been occupied by tenants for much of the
time.66 Dare’s suggestion that Aylestone may have been a sort of ‘half-way house’
at this time, occupied by the heir to the Derbyshire estates, is an interesting one.67

Parallels may be drawn with the involvement of John Manners, Marquis of
Granby, in managing the Aylestone estate in the mid 18th century, and his
alterations to the hall at that time (Fig. 25). Perhaps Aylestone was a place where
the Manners heirs routinely spent time before coming into their inheritance.

There is one other notable historical event in which Aylestone Hall is reputed
to have played a part. Charles I stayed at Aylestone on 29th May 1645, the night
before the siege of Leicester.68 Some sources claim the king stayed at Aylestone
Hall, others suggest the old rectory.69 The old rectory (demolished to make way
for a new building constructed in 1839) apparently rivalled Aylestone Hall in both
size and comfort in the 17th century; the 1663 hearth tax records that the Earl of
Rutland paid tax on nine hearths whereas the rector paid on ten.70

I I

The later history of Aylestone Hall is closely linked to the development of
Leicester in the 19th and 20th centuries. In this context it is interesting to examine
the reasons why Aylestone Hall has survived when several other gentry houses on
the outskirts of Leicester were demolished during this period to accommodate
suburban expansion. In the first half of the 19th century large estates bordering
the town restricted its growth. To the west the Danets Hall and Westcotes estates
limited expansion much beyond the River Soar. To the north the Abbey grounds
and St Margaret’s pasture, which later became Abbey Park, stifled development in
that direction. Initially development was concentrated to the east and north-east
of the town, in the area of the old East Field which had been enclosed in 1764.
Although some development also occurred in the area of the old South Field,
enclosed in 1804, a substantial part of this land was allotted as the Freemen’s
Common and much of the rest was held by the Corporation and subsequently used
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63 Dare 1924, as n. 6, p. 26.
64 J. Nichols, History and Antiquities of the County of Leicester iv, I (1810), 27.
65 Dare 1924, as n. 6, p. 26.
66 Braund and Evans 1983, as n. 5, p. 5.
67 Dare 1924, as n. 6, p. 26.
68 Martin and Wilson 1958, as n. 1, p. 416.
69 Dare 1924, as n. 6, pp. 35–6; Braund and Evans 1983, as n. 5, p. 12; J. Dean, Leicester’s

Architectural Heritage. Leicester: Leicester City Council, City planning Department 1975, 65.
70 Martin and Wilson 1958, as n. 1, pp. 416–7.



for various public works.71 Population growth accelerated by industrialisation led
to increased demand for building land on which to erect new housing. In 1861 the
Danets Hall estate was sold to the Leicester Freehold Land Society, the Hall was
demolished in the same year and the site built over.72 The Manners’ estate at
Aylestone, amounting to almost 1500 acres, was put up for auction in 1869 as a
series of lots. The development potential of the land was repeatedly emphasised in
the sale catalogue, which listed ‘Fine elevated sites for Building’ and land ‘ideally
suited for Suburban Residences’.73 The purchaser, Nathaniel C. Stone, was a
surveyor and land agent.74 A great deal of new housing was built in the Aylestone
Park area and along Aylestone Road in the following decade.75 Suburban
development was initially concentrated along the main arterial roads radiating out
from Leicester which provided easy access to sewer, gas and transport
connections.76 When Aylestone Hall came back onto the market in 1881;77concern
was growing over the impact the expansion of Leicester was having on these
ancient estates. There was a growing expectation that the Corporation should
intervene and when, in 1885, Westcotes was threatened with demolition, it was
proposed that the Corporation should purchase the house and grounds for use as
a public library and park.78 The idea was not adopted and the following year
Westcotes was pulled down.79 In the event, no plans to demolish Aylestone Hall
seem to have been proposed at this time although development of the remainder of
the old estate went on. Official recognition of the expansion of Leicester came
with the Leicester Enlargement Act of 1891 which was implemented in the
following year.80 Aylestone Hall was sold again in 1896, to Stephen Dudgeon
Stretton, a successful Leicester hosiery manufacturer who had been the tenant
since at least 1891.81

Suburban expansion continued and in the early 20th century it was not only
private developers that required building land, large-scale council housing
schemes, which began in earnest after the First World War, had also to be
accommodated.82 In 1923 Humberstone Hall and the mid-18th century Birstall

71 R. H. Evans, ‘The expansion of Leicester in the nineteenth century’ in A. E. Brown (ed.), The
Growth of Leicester. Leicester: Leicester University Press 1970, 63–70, esp. pp. 66–8.

72 J. D. Bennett, Vanished Houses of Leicestershire. Leicester: Leicester Museums 1971.
73 ROLLR: Aylestone Hall sale particulars 24 June 1869, DE40/16/1; Braund and Evans 1983, as n. 5,
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74 Braund and Evans 1983, as n. 5, p. 4; 1870 Street, Alphabetical and Trade Directory of Leicester,

30.
75 Martin and Wilson 1958, as n. 1, p. 417.
76 D. Nash and D. Reeder, Leicester in the Twentieth Century. Stroud: Alan Sutton and Leicester City

Council 1993, 6.
77 ROLLR: ID 43/27/19, as n. 39.
78 TLAS 6 (1886), 164 (1886); Bennett 1971, as n. 72.
79 R. A. McKinley and J. D. Martin, ‘Bromkinsthorpe’ in R. A. McKinley (ed.), A History of the
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80 Martin and Wilson 1958, as n. 1, pp. 415–20.
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Hall were both demolished to make way for new housing developments.83 In 1925
the Council compulsorily purchased 1200 acres of the Braunstone Hall estate for
municipal housing, the owner having already resisted offers on the land from both
private developers and the Council.84 In this case the Hall was not threatened and
has survived.85

In 1935 the boundaries of the Borough were again extended, incorporating
more of the old civil parish of Aylestone, in addition to parts of Belgrave,
Braunstone, Evington, Humberstone, Knighton and other land on the urban
periphery not already incorporated in 1892.86 In 1940 Aylestone Hall and the
remaining 4 acres or so of land in which it stood was again put up for sale. It was
marketed strongly on the developmental potential of the site. The auctioneer’s
copy of the sale catalogue in the ROLLR stresses the excellent location, in terms of
development potential, with extensive frontages to Aylestone Road, Hall Lane and
Old Church Street. It continues:

‘I must also draw your particular attention to the value of this property for
development purposes as it certainly forms one of the most attractive small
Building Estates in the Suburbs of Leicester. Its splendid frontages, all to adopted
roads, and convenient shape for lay-out enable the whole site to be covered with a
moderate outlay for roading and it is eminently adapted for the erection of Small
Type Villa Houses or Flats. . .’.87

Clearly the expectation was that the Hall would be demolished and the site
built over. It was purchased by H. Frearson & Son, builders, of Spalding Street,
Leicester. During the 1939–45 War the Hall was requisitioned for use by the Civil
Defence organisation and then by the military, reportedly providing mess
accommodation for captured Italian officers.88 In September 1943 the Leicester
Brewing and Malting Co. Ltd. proposed to convert the Hall into licensed premises.
The following year local residents raised a petition ‘asking the Council to exercise
its powers to acquire Aylestone Hall and grounds and to develop the site as a
Public Centre, thus preserving it as an open space for ever’. On 27th March 1945,
following consultation, the Council resolved to disapprove the brewery’s
application and instead to acquire the Hall for public use; the ‘special historical
interest’ of the building was cited.89 Correspondence from the City Surveyor’s
Office to G.K. Wilkie, Chief Librarian at the Central Library in Bishop Street,
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85 Pevsner 1992, as n. 5, pp. 269–70.
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dated 22 November 1944, refers to a proposal to convert Aylestone Hall into a
branch library and ‘place of rest and interest for ageing citizens, for other cultural
and recreational purposes, and the grounds for a cultivated open space’.90 This is
remarkably similar to the proposal put forward for Westcotes Hall almost 60
years earlier and the Council was doubtless mindful of the consequences of their
predecessors’ failure to act in that instance. Negotiations with Frearson over the
purchase were initially unsuccessful and in March 1949 a compulsory purchase
order was made although the eventual sale seems to have been by mutual
agreement.91 In 1954 part of the Hall was opened as a cafeteria and the grounds
laid out for public recreation with tennis courts and a bowling green.92 Alterations
to the interior of the Hall at that time are identifiable with reference to plans
drawn up by the City Surveyor in 1952, before these changes were made. The first
floor room layout was altered with the removal of a series of stud walls to create
new changing rooms. The ‘attractive old staircase’ at the south end of the hall
range was rebuilt, reusing some early splat balusters. The panelling within the
principal ground floor room of the southern cross-wing was repaired. A new toilet
block was constructed on the north-west side of the Hall in 1954 (demolished in
2003).93 The range of outbuildings backing on to Old Church Street was
shortened to facilitate the widening of Hall Lane after 1955. The Hall was listed
grade II in 1955, subsequently upgraded to II*. The cafeteria closed some time
after 1975 and the Hall, underused and poorly maintained, deteriorated to the
point that it was included on the English Heritage Buildings at Risk register. In
2002 Leicester City Council leased Aylestone Hall for a period of 999 years to a
private developer, a controversial policy it has adopted for a number of historic
properties in its care over recent years.94 The Hall was converted into two
dwellings and the outbuildings range into a further dwelling and a clubhouse for
the local bowls club.

Perhaps the most significant factor in the survival of Aylestone Hall following
the sale of the Manners estate in 1869 was the comparatively long tenure of the
Stretton family who resided there for almost half a century during the period when
the building was most vulnerable to the threat of redevelopment. A common
characteristic amongst those other gentry houses on the outskirts of Leicester lost
during this period was a relatively rapid succession of owners in their final
decades. This reflected both the high cost of maintaining such houses and the
short-term interests of some owners, including speculative developers and land
agents. Stretton’s principal interest in Aylestone Hall seems to have been as a
family home, run and maintained on the income generated by his Leicester hosiery
business. By the time of the 1940 sale, following the death of Simeon Stretton, the
historical significance of the Hall was generally acknowledged and the potential

90 ROLLR: Aylestone Place File.
91 Leicester Council Minutes 1947–1949, 461; 1949–1950, 203–4.
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consequences of commercial development all too apparent. These factors no doubt
influenced the decision to take the Hall into public ownership. Perhaps other
contemporary events were also influential. It may not be unreasonable to suggest
that the terrible losses of the War years brought into sharper focus the gradual
attrition wrought upon these ancient estates over the preceding century,
engendering a sense that any further losses would be unacceptable. Whilst the
recent restoration of the Hall is to be welcomed and the sensitive approach of the
developer, Hazelwood plc, applauded, it is regrettable that it was not preserved
for the use and enjoyment of the people of Aylestone and Leicester.
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