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The examination of landed society in the nineteenth century has been so
exhaustive that it might be considered that there is little further to explore.1 By
and large, however, the focus has been on the fortunes of the greater landed
estates, and the vicissitudes of the small owner have been addressed to a lesser
extent.2 There have also been some efforts to delineate the pattern of
landowning over a secular trend from the seventeenth through to the late
nineteenth centuries.3 There has thus been a concentration on particular types
of landowner. What is attempted here is an analysis of the whole range of
landownership within a single county. For that purpose, a considerable amount
of quantification and statistical analysis is unavoidable, which may sometimes
be tedious to read, but without which proper and deep analysis could not be
performed. Since the examination depends entirely on a single source – The
Return of Owners of Land in 1873 – the conclusions relate to the structure of
landowning synchronically, at one particular time, but, as argued below, at a
conjuncture which perhaps represented the apogee of the ‘estates system’.4

THE CONTEXT: CONJUNCTURE

The survey of landownership which was compiled during 1873 and published two
years later as The Return of Owners of Land was in one respect an integral part of
nineteenth-century investigative government.5 As well as the original impetus for

1 F. M. L. Thompson, Gentrification and the Enterprise Culture: Britain 1780–1980 (Oxford, 2001);
N. B. Harte and R. E. Quinault, eds, Land and Society in Britain, 1700–1914: Essays in Honour of
F. M. L. Thompson (Manchester, 1996); F. M. L. Thompson, ed., Landowners, Capitalists and
Entrepreneurs: Essays for Sir John Habakkuk (Oxford, 1994); J. V. Beckett, ‘Agricultural
landownership and estate management’, in E. J. T. Collins, ed., The Agrarian History of England
and Wales, vol. 7: 1850–1914, Part 1 (Cambridge, 2000), 693–758; Beckett, ‘Landownership and
estate management’, in G. E. Mingay, ed., The Agrarian History of England and Wales, vol. 6:
1750–1850 (Cambridge, 1989), 545–640. These are just some of the most recent contributions;
other work is cited in the footnotes below.

2 For example, Beckett, ‘The decline of the small landowner in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
England: some regional considerations’, Agricultural History Review, 30 (1982), 97–111; Beckett,
‘The decline of the small landowner in England and Wales, 1660–1900’, in Thompson, ed.,
Landowners, Capitalists and Entrepreneurs, 89–112.

3 Thompson, ‘The social distribution of landed property in England since the sixteenth century’,
Economic History Review, 2nd ser., 19 (1966), 505–17; Beckett, ‘The pattern of landownership in
England and Wales, 1660–1880’, Economic History Review, 2nd ser., 37 (1984), 1–22.

4 For the notion of the persistence of an ‘estates system’, J. H. Habakkuk, Marriage, Debt and the
Estates System. English Landownership, 1650–1950 (Oxford, 1994).

5 PP H.C. (1874) LXXII.

Trans. Leicestershire Archaeol. and Hist. Soc., 84 (2010)
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its production, many other important contexts heighten the significance of the
survey for historians. The reform of English Land Law, which had effectively
commenced in 1833, was hesitatingly approaching a critical point, with less
successful attempts to introduce the central registration of title to land in the
1870s and more effectual reform of married women’s property rights between
1870 and 1882.6 In that decade too, initial, but certainly tentative, attempts were
made to improve the housing of the working classes, alongside the extension of
bye-law building regulations.7 Land use and the price of land were affected by the
incipient development of suburbia, facilitated by improved transport.8 The
balance of population in urban centres and in the countryside had been inverted
since 1851, with increasing demographic and spatial pressure on the larger urban
centres.9 Within a decade of 1875, boundary extensions of urban places began to
intrude on the countryside.10 The cadastre of 1873 probably reflects an apogee of
the ‘estates system’, before the advent of the great agricultural depression in the
next decade, and the fragmentation and sale of some of the great estates in the
early twentieth century.11 We have then the detailed raw data of the character of
landowning in Leicestershire at an important time, perhaps reflecting back
centuries of development, but about to be somewhat transformed.12

6 For attempts at registration, A. W. B. Simpson, A History of the Land Law (2nd edn, Oxford,
1986), 271–2, 274, 280–3 (proposals of 1832, 1859, 1862), culminating in Lord Cairn’s Act of
1875 (38 & 39 Victoria, c. 87), which provided for voluntary registration of ‘mere possessory’ titles,
but was entirely ineffective, only 48 titles registered nationally by 1879; R. J. Morris, ‘Men, women
and property: the reform of the Married Women’s Property Act, 1870’, in Thompson, ed.,
Landowners, Capitalists and Entrepreneurs, 171–91; Lee Holcombe, Wives and Property: Reform
of the Married Women’s Property Law in Nineteenth-century England (Oxford, 1983); Mary Beth
Combs, ‘Cui bono? The 1870 British Married Women’s Property Act, bargaining power, and the
distribution of resources within marriage’, Feminist Economics, 12 (2006), 51–83; B. Griffin, ‘Class,
gender, and liberalism in parliament, 1868–1882: the case of the Married Women’s Property Acts’,
Historical Journal, 46 (2003), 59–87.

7 P. J. Aspinall, The Size Structure of the House-Building Industry in Victorian Sheffield (University of
Birmingham, Centre for Urban and Regional Studies, 1977).

8 F. M. L. Thompson, ed., The Rise of Suburbia (Leicester, 1982).
9 S. Szreter, Fertility, Class and Gender in Britain 1860–1940 (Cambridge, 1996).
10 In the case of Leicester, under the 1892 boundary extension, parts of Aylestone, Belgrave, Evington

and Braunstone: R. A. McKinley, ed., VCH Leicestershire: volume 4: The City of Leicester (Oxford,
1958), pp. 415–38.

11 F. M. L. Thompson, ‘The land market in the nineteenth century’, Oxford Economic Papers, 9
(1957), 285–308; Thompson, English Landed Society in the Nineteenth Century (London, 1963);
J. V. Beckett and M. Turner, ‘End of the Old Order? F. M. L. Thompson, the Land Question, and
the burden of ownership in England, c. 1880–c. 1925’, Agricultural History Review, 55 (2007),
269–88; Thompson, ‘The land market, 1880–1925: a reappraisal reappraised’, Agricultural History
Review, 55 (2007), 289–300. The initial impact of the depression was experienced shortly after the
Return was published: M. Turner, ‘Output and prices in UK agriculture, 1867–1914, and the Great
Agricultural Depression reconsidered’, Agricultural History Review 40 (1992), 38–51, particularly
the figures; and E. H. Hunt and S. J. Pam, ‘Responding to agricultural depression, 1873–96:
managerial success, entrepreneurial failure’, Agricultural History Review 50 (2002), 225–52,
usefully discusses the literature and divergent views.

12 The validity of the information about farm sizes in the 1851 census has been rehabilitated by L.
Shaw-Taylor, ‘Family farms and capitalist farms in mid-nineteenth century England’, Agricultural
History Review 53 (2005), 158–91.
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CONTEXT: PHILOSOPHICAL AND POLITICAL DEBATE

The Return of Owners of Land, published in 1875, included a recapitulation of
the original discussion in the House which initiated this survey of landownership.
The request for its production was made by the Earl of Derby, who proclaimed
that:

They all knew that out-of doors there was from time to time a great outcry raised
about the monopoly of land, and, in support of that cry, the wildest and most
reckless exaggerations and mis-statements of fact were uttered as to the number of
persons who were the actual owners of the soil.13

Referring to the 1861 census returns, Derby alluded to the inference that had been
made that land was concentrated in the hands of some 30,000 owners, referring
also to the ‘popular notion’ of the absorption of small holdings into larger estates.
As the Lords protested, the estimate based on the census returns was an under-
estimate since it relied on the self-declaration of status/main occupation by heads
of household. A perceived result was the decline of a ‘class’ of ‘peasant
proprietors’, ensuing, according to the Lords, from their decisions to sell, as the
value of their lands was augmented to 40 to 50 years purchase.14 Derby
contended, nevertheless, that the decline in the number of these traditional small
holdings was compensated by the advent of a new type of landownership
concentrated near towns and railway stations.15

The survey was thus performed to mitigate the large landowners’ fears of a
misconception about the social distribution of landownership.16 Criticism of the
current distribution had indeed been levelled, but there were also more radical
advocates of change. The reforming critique ranged along a spectrum from
libertarian (modest) to radical (extreme), from philosophical criticism to social
dissatisfaction. From one perspective, the critique was focused on the distribution
of ownership, as reflected in the great landowners’ own anxious statements noted
above, but from another it involved the entire principle of (private) ‘property’ in
land. In one way the complaints engaged with a debate about different notions of
social stability and civic responsibility; in another with more radical social ideas.
For the sake of simplicity, it is necessary to consider different critiques
individually, but the ideas were formidably complicated.

In his Social Statics of 1850–51, Herbert Spencer (1820–1903) impugned
private property in land as a derogation of the freedom of others.17 In Chapter IX

13 Return of Owners of Land 1873 Volume I (London, 1875: C.1097-I), 3.
14 J. V. Beckett, ‘The peasant in England: a case of terminological confusion’, Agricultural History

Review 32 (1984), 113–23, for consideration of the context.
15 Return of Owners of Land, 3–4.
16 For the wider context, now, P. Readman, Land and Nation in England: Patriotism, National

Identity, and the Politics of Land, 1880–1914 (Woodbridge, 2008); M. Cragoe and Readman, eds,
The Land Question in Britain, 1750–1950 (Basingstoke, 2010).

17 A. Reeve, Property (New Jersey, 1986), 84–6. Reeve assumed that Spencer’s argument was about
distribution, but it should be more correctly perceived as a total abrogation of the ‘rights’ of
property, as will be demonstrated below.
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(‘The right to the use of the earth’), Spencer decried the justification of private
property in land from various perspectives, ‘historical’ (against Locke’s suggestion
of an origin of property) and philosophical. In response to Locke, he denied the
notion of the labour theory of acquisition; Locke’s notions could not be
historically substantiated since land was more likely to be acquired through force
and the deprivation of others than through a simple application of labour to
justify its acquisition. In the philosophical realm, the existence of private property
was contrary to justice, the ‘law of equal freedom’. For the propertyless, private
property amounted to unfreedom; the dereliction of the landless was untenable:
‘And the existence of such a class is wholly at variance with the law of equal
freedom.’18 Since land had historically been accumulated inevitably by force, ‘[I]t
can never be pretended that the existing titles to such property are legitimate.’19 In
a prescient prediction of the debate some 20 years later, Spencer questioned
whether there was any justification for the notorious actions of several of the great
landowners of the Lords: the Duke of Leeds preventing tourists from visiting Ben
Mac Dhui; the Duke of Atholl closing Glen Tilt; the Duke of Buccleuch resisting
chapel sites for the free church; and the Duke of Sutherland’s Highland
clearances.20 Such an ‘ultra-Tory doctrine’ that ‘landowners are the only legitimate
rulers of a country’ was anathema and false, equivalent to a ‘landowning
despotism’.21

Here, Spencer was not arguing about the distribution of landed property, but
challenging the very existence of private property in land. The extremity of his
argument is realised in his radical solution, the re-appropriation (perhaps even
expropriation) of all land into communal ownership: ‘joint stock ownership of the
public’; ‘the country would be held by the great corporate body – Society [the
nation]’, which would then lease the land to individual farmers for productive
use.22 Compensation for the confiscation of land presented such difficulty that
Spencer was prepared to ignore it:

Meanwhile, we should do well to recollect that there are others besides the landed
class to be considered. In our tender regard for the vested interests of the few, let
us not forget that the rights of the many are in abeyance; and must remain so as
long as the earth is monopolized by individuals. Let us remember too, that the
injustice thus inflicted on the mass of mankind, is an injustice of the gravest
nature. The fact that it is not so regarded, proves nothing.23

Nor was equal distribution of land the answer, for ‘an equal apportionment of the
fruits of the earth amongst all, is not consistent with pure justice’, since
subsequent re-adjustment might re-introduce imbalances and inequities.24 In

18 Spencer, Social Statics; or, The Conditions Essential to Human Happiness Specified, And the First of
Them Developed (New York, 1865 edn; first published 1850), 131–42 (quotation at p. 138); contra
Locke, pp. 134–7, 144–9.

19 Social Statics, 133.
20 Social Statics, 139.
21 Social Statics, 140, 143.
22 Social Statics, 141–2.
23 Social Statics, 142.
24 Social Statics, 149–50.
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short, the ‘law of equal freedom’ prohibited any private property in land.
Where, then, did these propositions place Spencer? He denounced socialism

and communism, particularly Proudhon.25 It remains difficult, however, to see
how his ideas here can be reconciled with his ‘social Darwinism’, the basic tenet of
his sociological investigation.26 Despite the explicitness of his propositions,
Spencer some 30 years later attempted to modify what he had earlier proclaimed.
This ambiguity was occasioned by the reiteration of Spencer’s proposals by Henry
George (1839–97) in his Progress and Poverty, published in the US in 1879,
although not made available in Britain until issued by Kegan Paul, Trench & Co.
in 1882. George maintained that Social Statics had been largely ignored in
England until he reproduced the argument.27

Whether that was the case or not, radical criticism of land ownership occurred
from another direction. The radical Land and Labour League was established after
the 1868 election, immediately after the Second Reform Act of 1867. The
principal proponent of the new organisation was the radical and secularist Charles
Bradlaugh (1833–91), who had also in 1860 co-founded The National Reformer.
In 1869, The National Reformer included a reprinting of William Maccall’s
pamphlet The Land and the People, which proposed a National Land League, the
result of which was the formation of the Land and Labour League.28 As well as
issuing an appeal to the populace in 1869, the Land and Labour League engaged
in provincial activities through branches in many counties.29

More moderate and tempered demand for land reform came from the liberal,
free-trade advocates and philosophers. In 1864, Cobden’s last speech in
Manchester made reference to the problem of landownership which had
necessitated the Repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846, and which had aggravated the
issues of the food supply and profits of agriculture in the ‘High Farming’ of the
1850s and 1860s. The philosophical mantle for this demand for reform was
provided by John Stuart Mill. Mill’s criticism was directed at the ‘estate system’
which perpetuated the concentration of landowning. In effect, his argument
focused entirely on the distribution of landownership. To facilitate free trade in
land, equivalent to free trade in commerce, Mill advanced arguments against
entail, primogeniture and the disqualification of women as landowners in their
own right.30

25 Extensively at Social Statics, 149–54.
26 For his ‘social Darwinism’ avant la lettre, G. Ritzer, Sociological Theory (5th edn, Singapore, 2000),

32–5.
27 George, A Perplexed Philosopher: Being an Examination of Mr. Herbert Spencer’s Various

Utterances on the Land Question, with Some Incidental Reference to His Synthetic Philosophy
(1892).

28 E. Royle, Radicals, Secularists and Republicans: Popular Freethought in Britain, 1866–1915
(Manchester, 1980).

29 N. Agar, Behind the Plough: Agrarian Society in Nineteenth Century Hertfordshire (Hertford,
2005), 169.

30 M. Evans, ‘John Stuart Mill and Karl Marx: some problems and perspectives’, History of Political
Thought, 21 (1989), 273–98; A. Ryan, Property and Political Theory (Oxford, 1984), 154; E.
Spring, Law, Land & Family in England: Aristocratic Inheritance in England, 1300–1800 (Chapel
Hill, NC, 1993), 113.
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By the 1860s, therefore, considerable challenges to the existing pattern of
landownership had become manifest. The profile of this debate was enhanced by
the complications of politics and taxation. Since 1803, schedule A of the income
tax related to receipts from land and buildings, and schedule B to farming
profits.31 The Land Tax, introduced in 1692, heightened the sense of obligation on
landowners. That sensibility continued after 1875, and was enshrined in the 1910
Valuation and 1911 Finance Acts. The response of the greater landowners and
gentry consisted of their indicating their unremunerated contributions to public
service, management of the political system, and conservation of national
traditions. Political contention was inevitably aroused by the question of
landownership, since in rural constituencies the franchise had long been
established as 40s. freehold; between 1798 and 1832, the Land Tax returns were
employed as the register of electors for this qualification. The expansion of the
franchise by the Second Reform Act inevitably provoked questions about the
pattern of landownership.32 The Chartist Land Plan, the 1848 Encumbered Estates
legislation for Irish landowners, and the persistence of the Irish Land Question,
maintained the visibility of the political concerns about landownership. It was to
this general climate that the Lords in 1873 reacted in their attempt to diffuse
consternation and criticism. What the great landowners intended to demonstrate
was the wider basis of landownership in the country to occlude the size of estates
in the hands of the great landowning families. The Marquess of Salisbury had, in
preparation, inspected the ratebooks for Hertfordshire to estimate the number of
owners of parcels of land. Viscount Halifax, indeed, introduced into the House a
valuation list from Scotland. The subsequent Return was largely constituted on
the methods proposed by these Lords in the House.33

CONTEXT: THE COLLECTION OF THE DATA

The mechanism of the Return more or less followed the procedure recommended
by the Lords. The Return was compiled by the Local Government Board (LGB)
from the valuation lists maintained in each parish under the 1862 Union
Assessment Committees Act. Instructions were dispatched to the clerks to the
Boards of Guardians in September 1872 and the information received back over
the next two years. The LGB itself recognised the potential ambiguities and defects
in the Return. Revision of the valuation lists was inconsistent and incomplete, so
that details of ownership were sometimes inaccurate. There was some debate, as
was rehearsed in the Lords, as to what constituted ‘ownership’: only freehold
(socage) or additionally long leases? The LGB decided to include leases for more
than 99 years (building leases which had a low ground rent and the longer

31 N. Ferguson, The Cash Nexus: Money and Power in the Modern World 1700–2000 (London,
2001), 73.

32 For rural politics in general, M. Woods, Contesting Rurality: Politics in the British Countryside
(Aldershot, 2005).

33 Return of Owners of Land, 4.
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agricultural leases).34 Of particular concern for the discussion of clerical
landownership below, glebe lands were returned either under official title or under
a personal name, which complicates the status of land owned by clerics: whether
in their capacity as parochial clergy or as individuals or family members.35

The Return provides detailed information about all those landowners with
more than an acre of land, specifying their name (and, inconsistently, title), their
place of residence, the amount of land owned and the total annual rental value of
the land. In addition, it provides the total number of owners of less than one acre
and the total amount of land owned, without the fuller description. What it does
not include is the location of the land, although that can, in many cases, be
inferred, with the exception of landowners resident outside the county.

The LGB thus professed to have encompassed in the Return some 34.5 million
acres outside the London metropolitan area, with a gross estimated valuation,
excluding tithes and London, of approximately £99.3 million. The total number
of owners of more than one acre was considered to be 269,547 and of less than
one acre 703,289, comprising in total 972,836. No doubt, the Lords thus felt fully
justified in their statement that the 30,000 landowners inferred from the 1861
census was a gross underestimate.

CONTEXT: LEICESTERSHIRE

In this county, the Return accounted for 4,927 owners of more than one acre of
land, encompassing a total of 517,484 acres with a total annual rental value of
just over £1 million (£1,079,307). Additionally, the Return enumerated 8,921
owners of less than one acre, amounting to £414,070 of annual rental value,
without furnishing the details. For perspective, the Return included the elementary
statistics of the 1871 census: a population in the county of 269,311; 58,606
inhabited houses; in 334 parishes.36 The intention here is to manipulate
statistically and map the raw data to elucidate the character of landowning (above
the level of one acre) at the zenith of rural landownership.37 For comparison
throughout, the mean annual rental value of the 517,484 acres pertaining to
owners of estates of more than one acre was £2 1s. per acre.

THE MAIN CHARACTERISTICS OF LANDOWNERSHIP

The tabulation relates only to the owners of more than one acre, whose total
holdings amounted to 517,484 acres; it excludes the 8,921 owners of less than one
acre, who collectively held just over 1,742 acres.

34 Return of Owners of Land, 7–8. See, on this general point of what constitutes ‘property’, Reeve,
Property, 13–14.

35 Return of Owners of Land, 9.
36 Described in the summary content in the Return of Owners of Land, 15, and in the tabular material

for the county.
37 The mapping has been performed using QGIS, an OpenSource GIS application, and the UKBorders

data at Edina UK. I am grateful to both organisations for the use of these facilities.
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Shortly after the Return, John Bateman produced an analysis of the
information, divided into a number of categories. Since his concern was primarily
the landed aristocracy, more comprehensive information was provided by him for
‘Peers’ and the ‘Great Landowners’ (those owning more than 3,000 acres). For his
subsequent categories, his information contained only the aggregate amount of
land: ‘Squires’, ‘Greater Yeomen’, ‘Lesser Yeomen’, ‘Small Proprietors’ and
‘Cottagers’.38 Those classifications are distinctly misleading, since they correlate
poorly with social status in late-Victorian England or with the actual usage of the
land, given the transformation in land use. For the purposes here, the original data
of landownership have been re-analysed, as in Table 1.

At the apex of landownership remained the Duke of Rutland, whose estate
centred on Belvoir Castle extended to 30,109 acres, one rood and six perches,
accruing a gross estimated rental value of £42,307. That conglomeration far
exceeded the size of any other enterprise in the county, overshadowing the
Donington Park estates of the Countess of Loudoun (over 10,174 acres), the 9,755
acres plus of the Earl of Howe owned from Atherstone, the 9,012 acres plus of the
Earl of Stamford and Warrington around Groby, and the 8,420 acres plus of Earl
Dysart of Grantham.39 Of the 16 landowners who each controlled more than
4,000 acres, only nine belonged to the peerage, the remainder mainly descendants
of established Leicestershire gentry families such as the DeLisles, Dixies, Herricks
and Pochins.40 Only two landowners possessed between 3,000 and 3,999 acres.

For purposes of a very rough comparison, we have an analysis of the East
Riding of Yorkshire, where 11 landowners each with estates exceeding 10,000
acres accounted for 28 per cent of the land, another 24 each with between 3,000
and 10,000 acres for 18 per cent, and a further 58 each with 1,000 to 3,000 acres
for 13 per cent.41 The 16 largest owners of land in Leicestershire, who thus
comprised 0.4 per cent of the total number of landowners with more than one
acre, accounted for over a quarter of the land contained in more than one acre,
whilst a further 66 (1.3 per cent) with estates between 1,000 and 4,000 acres,
another 20 per cent. Thus almost 50 per cent (48.2) of the parcels of land
exceeding one acre belonged to 82 landowners, who constituted less than 2 per

38 J. Bateman, The Great Landowners of Great Britain and Ireland (4th edn, London, 1883). It is
generally accepted that 1,000 acres is a useful point of definition for the landed gentry: ‘rentier
agrarian landlords in ownership of 1,000 acres or more who did not hold aristocratic titles and who
were resident for at least part of the year on their estates’; M. Rothery, ‘The reproductive behavior
of the English landed gentry in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries’, Journal of British
Studies, 48 (2009), 676 n. 8.

39 D. A. Reeder, Landowners and Landholding in Leicestershire and Rutland 1873–1941 (Leicester,
1994), 1–3, provides an overview of the ownership of land in the county between 1873 and 1911. At
p. 4, he suggested that the four largest landowners in the county owned 11.3 per cent of the land. At
pp. 5–7, he commented on the changes in landownership between 1873 and 1911. This publication
was brought to my attention by Professor Keith Snell after I had performed the GIS and statistical
analysis here. Reeder’s analysis concentrated on the aristocratic and gentry estates.

40 For more on these gentry families, see Reeder, Landowners and Landholding, 4–5.
41 B. English, ‘Patterns of estate management in the East Riding c. 1840–c. 1880’, Agricultural History

Review, 32 (1984), 29.
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cent (1.7) of those owning more than one acre. Until the 1870s, it has been
suggested, larger farms were increasing at the expense of small farms, a trend
which was reversed in the 1880s.42 During the next 50 or so years, considering the
entire country, some of these large estates disintegrated, fragmented or were
dissolved; nonetheless, although the number of such estates declined, the
ownership of land diminished to a lesser extent.43

An unresolved conundrum concerning the larger estates is to what extent there
was, during the nineteenth century, an investment in land by ‘new men of wealth’,
diverting capital from industrial and professional enterprises into the purchase of
land.44

42 D. Grigg, ‘Farm size in England and Wales, from early Victorian times to the present’, Agricultural
History Review, 35 (1987), 179–89.

43 R. Pierce, ‘Survey’, Policy Studies, 25 (2004), 283–94. In contrast, however, Rothery suggests a vast
turnover nationally between 1910 and 1921 such that by 1921 between six and eight million acres
had been alienated by gentry and aristocracy, perhaps a quarter of the land surface of England and
Wales, mainly to their tenant farmers; Rothery, ‘The reproductive behavior of the English landed
genrtry’, 683 and n. 21. In Leicestershire, the dismemberment of estates and their great houses was
less catastrophic, and later epitomised by the demolition of Gopsall and Garendon Halls: J. D.
Bennett, The Vanished Houses of Leicestershire (Leicester, 1971). In the 1873 Return, the Gopsall
estate is subsumed under Atherstone as the place of habitation of Earl Howe. See also Reeder,
Landowners and Landholding, 9ff, for disintegration in the inter-war period.

44 This debate was inaugurated by W. D. Rubinstein, ‘New men of wealth and the purchase of land in
nineteenth-century Britain’, Past and Present, 92 (1981), 125–47, and continued for over 20 years;
recent contributions, which collect together the previous literature, comprise T. Nicholas,
‘Businessmen and land ownership in the late nineteenth century’, Economic History Review, 52
(1999), 27–44; J. A. Smith, ‘Land ownership and social change in late nineteenth-century Britain’;
and Nicholas, ‘Businessmen and land ownership in the late nineteenth century revisited’, Economic
History Review, 53 (2000), 767–82. Reeder, Landowners and Landholding, 7–8, briefly examined
the issue and suggested that industrialist and commercial entrepreneurs preferred suburban
mansions to landed estates, but cites a few examples of investment in landed estates.
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Amount of land No. of owners Percentage of
(% of all) 517,484 acres*

5 acres and under 1,428 (29) 0.1
Over 5 to 10 acres 718 (14.5) 1
Over 10 to 15 acres 443 (9) 1.1
Over 15 to 20 acres 262 (5.3) 0.9
Over 20 to 30 acres 361 (7.3) 1.8
Over 30 to 50 acres 416 (8.4) 3.3
Over 50 to 100 acres 500 (10.2) 7
Over 100 to 200 acres 388 (7.9) 10.7
Over 200 to 500 acres 245 (5) 14.8
Over 500 to 1,000 acres 83 (1.7) 11.1
Over 1,000 to 4,000 acres 66 (1.3) 22.7
Over 4,000 to over 30,000 acres 16 (0.4) 25.5
Totals 4,927 (100) 100

Table 1. Analysis of landownership in 1873
(Ownership of more than one acre).
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The annual rental valuation per acre of the larger estates tended towards
uniformity, since agricultural returns were fairly consistent.45 More diversity
occurred at the opposite end of the spectrum in the case of small holdings of one
to three acres, as indicated in Table 2 below.

Just under 840 landowners held an acre or more but less than three acres.
Approximately half enjoyed a level of annual rental value per acre consistent with
agricultural holdings. A fair proportion, nonetheless, received far higher
valuations. There are several explanations for these higher considerations. Many
parishes had one or two principal buildings which had a higher valuation. Long-
established industrial centres, such as Hinckley and Shepshed, had a number of
higher-value buildings, and high values occurred in Leicester for the same reason
for sites extending over an acre.46 Finally, the valuations in some locations reflect
the development of the building of suburban Leicester, particularly in Belgrave as
well as in some parts of the borough itself. Some landowners in Belgrave were
attributed annual rental values of about £20, £25, £32, £34, £35, £39, £72, £127,
£133 and £180 per acre, at the time of the construction of rows of terraced houses
extending out from the borough. The mean value per acre in Belgrave thus
amounted to £5 5s. More than three-quarters of the plots in this parish contained
fewer than 20 acres. Landowners in Loughborough also benefited from building
activity in that town, with values per acre of about £25, £27, £44, £62, £68 and
£76, and the factory of Thomas Messenger had the valuation of about £180 per
acre. Criticism has been levelled at Bateman’s figures for ‘cottagers’, since he
blindly included institutional organisations, but those institutions have been
excluded from here. The figures here omit gas and light companies, Boards of
Guardians, railway companies, navigation companies, sick clubs and parish
organisations, and are restricted to properties which were in the ownership of
individuals. More importantly, as the valuations above show, Bateman neglected
the impact of suburban development on the value of small holdings.

45 M. E. Turner, J. V. Beckett and A. Bethanie, Agricultural Rent in England, 1690–1914 (Cambridge,
1997).

46 For the origins and development of industrial Shepshed, see D. Levine, Family Formation in an Age
of Nascent Capitalism (New York, 1977).
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Valuation per acre (£s) Percentage of holdings below three acres

3 and below 41
4 to 5 12
6 to 10 17
11 to 15 10
16 to 20 5
21 to 30 6
31 to 40 4
41 to 50 2
51 to 100 2
Over 100 1

Table 2. Valuation per acre of holdings of less than three acres.
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We have thus the paradox that the estimated annual rental valuation of the
larger estates stagnated, whilst the fortunes at the lower end, particularly the
smallest parcels suitable for building development on the periphery of urban
centres, increased astronomically. That pattern was not replicated in all urban
places, for urban and suburban expansion in some locations was controlled by
aristocratic landed estates, such as the Calthorpes in Edgbaston and the Duke of
Norfolk in Sheffield.47 On the northern periphery of the borough of Leicester,
landownership was more diverse and development thus less limited.

WOMEN AS LANDOWNERS

The investigation of 1873 occurred concurrently with the first attempt to reform
the law of property for married women – the Married Women’s Property Act of
1870 – which applied only to personal estate (goods and chattels) acquired by a
wife during marriage.48 By the eponymous Act of 1882, the reforms were extended
to landed (real) estate and property, however accumulated. The Return thus
represents the landowning status of women during this process.

Agitation for the extension of property rights to women had, however, been
demanded for a very long time before they were conceded. Independently-minded
women of the late eighteenth century, such as Mary Wollstonecraft, had
demanded the abolition of coverture whereby a wife’s property was vested in her
husband. In the process, Wollstonecraft argued against the great landownership
which was defended against her by Burke.49 In her A Vindication of the Rights of
Women (1792), she therefore alleged the potential degeneracy of owners through
the inheritance of property and the perspicacity of women to manage property.
The ownership of property by married women in their own right was associated
with full entry to civic life and the franchise for women. When married women’s
property rights were finally acknowledged, however, in the 1870s and 1880s, their
capacity to own property was separated from their ability to engage in public and
civic life, as they were disqualified from voting under the Second Reform Act of
1867.50 Whereas landed property had thus been closely associated with civic

47 D. Cannadine, Lords and Landlords. The Aristocracy and the Towns, 1774–1967 (Leicester, 1980).
Some aristocratic estates had also been engaged in industrial development (coal and iron and steel)
before the middle of the nineteenth century, but the landowners had retreated from direct
involvement because of the emerging politics of industrialisation: G. Mee, Aristocratic Enterprise.
The Fitzwilliam Industrial Undertakings, 1795–1857 (Glasgow, 1975); T. Raybould, The Economic
Emergence of the Black Country. A Study of the Dudley Estate (Newton Abbot, 1973); E. Richards,
The Leviathan of Wealth. The Sutherland Fortune in the Industrial Revolution (London, 1973); J. T.
Ward, ed., Land and Industry. The Landed Estate and the Industrial Revolution (Newton Abbot,
1971).

48 For agitation, particularly by Mill, for the property rights of women, see Spring, Law, Land &
Family, 112–15. For the limitations of the 1882 Act, see R. Megarry and H. Wade, The Law of Real
Property (5th edn, London, 1984), 1023–4.

49 G. Kelly, Revolutionary Feminism. The Mind and Career of Mary Wollstonecraft (Basingstoke,
1992), 93–5. Burke’s defence reiterated Blackstone’s: D. Dickenson, Property, Women and Politics
(Cambridge, 1997), 83.

50 S. Kingsley Kent, Gender and Power in Britain, 1640–1990 (London, 1999), 194.
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responsibility and the franchise, that relationship was fractured in the case of
women’s property rights, even after those rights were ‘conceded’.

Women’s ability to manage land featured in Victorian literature, with different
interpretations. In her novel Shirley (1849), Charlotte Brontë narrated the
fortunes of two women; one of whom, the eponymous Shirley (Keeldar), inherited
a landed estate and thus secured a life free from the dictates of convention.51 A
generation later, Hardy’s Far from the Madding Crowd depicted the young
Bathsheba Everdene as hopelessly immature and incapable of managing the estate
she inherited without the support of men; her folly was not solely attributed to her
age, but also to her gender. Just preceding the 1882 Act which allowed married
women their own real property, the implication of Hardy’s narrative could be read
as the benefit of coverture. At the same time, spinsters who never married were
categorised as the ‘old maid’, a syndrome which took on a new dimension.52

Women owners of more than an acre of land were described in the Return, but
there is a slight complication. Many were described by their title: Mrs or Miss; a
larger number were, however, accorded no title, but simply registered by their
forename and surname. We cannot be entirely certain of the status of the last,
although it would seem reasonable to conclude that they were spinsters. For the
sake of integrity, the three categories (Mrs, Miss, uncertain) have been segregated
in Tables 3–5 below.53

The total 685 women owners of land in the county were accredited a total of
44,267 acres of land with an annual rental valuation of £92,224 thus a mean
ownership of 65 acres and a mean annual rental valuation of £135. They
comprised 13.9 per cent of all the owners of land over one acre, but their
proportion of that acreage amounted to only 8.6 per cent and their annual rental
valuation also 8.6 per cent of the total valuation of all holdings over one acre.

51 Shirley, edited with notes by Jessica Cox and an introduction by Lucasta Miller (London, 2006); see
especially p. 600, where Shirley relinquished control to her lover, Louis Moore, in a manipulative
fashion, but with some relief.

52 S. Lanser, ‘Singular politics: the rise of the British nation and the production of the old maid’, in J.
Bennett and A. Froide, eds, Singlewomen in the European Past 1250–1800 (Philadelphia, 1999),
297–323.

53 Reeder, Landowners and Landholding, 8–9, has cursory comments on women’s ownership.
54 Here and elsewhere, the Spearman’s rank correlation relates the acreages held by individuals to the

annual rental value of lands owned by individuals; it acts as a surrogate measure of efficiency. A
high correlation indicates uniformity of agrarian values, whilst no correlation reflects a diversity of
values according to how the land was used as agricultural or industry/housing.

234 DAVE POSTLES

Land (acres) Annual rental value (£s)

[Number 77 77]
Total 5,086 11,434
Mean 66 147
[Standard deviation 180.04 417.59]
Maximum >1,190 >2,903
Spearman’s rank correlation54 0.89 0.89
Mean annual value per acre 2.5

Table 3. Landownership by spinsters.
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Before the effect of the 1882 Act, therefore, women’s landownership was
severely circumscribed, both in the overall numbers and in the amount of land.
The amount of land held by spinsters or widows tended to the smaller end of the
scale, since more than 60 per cent possessed land below 20 acres. On the other
hand, the expected income from their lands approximated to the general valuation
of rural land; in the case of women £2 2s. per acre, compared with a general level
of £2 1s. As another indicator, the mean valuation of lands owned by the clergy
did not exceed £2 per acre (below).
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Land (acres) Annual rental value (£s)

[Number 235 235]
Total 9,748 22,690
Mean 42 96
[Standard deviation 79.95 152.75]
Maximum >589 >1,035
Spearman’s rank correlation 0.79 0.79
Mean annual value per acre 2.3

Table 4. Landownership by married women/widows.

Land (acres) Annual rental value (£s)

[Number 373 373]
Total 29,433 58,100
Mean 79 156
[Standard deviation 561.54 967.99]
Maximum >10,174 >17,722
Spearman’s rank correlation 0.81 0.81
Mean annual value per acre 1.97

[Mean annual rental value per acre for all women = £2.08]

Table 5. Landownership by women of uncertain status.

Category Percentage of all Percentage of all Percentage of all
landowners land (acres) value (£s)

Spinsters 1.56 0.98 1.06
Married/widows 4.77 1.88 2.1
Uncertain status 7.57 5.69 5.38
All women 13.9 8.55 8.54

Table 6. Women landowners as a proportion of all landowners.

Spinsters Married/Widows Uncertain

<20 acres 44 (57%) 141 (60%) 249 (67%)
21–40 acres 12 (16%) 32 (14%) 49 (13%)
<£20 value 25 (32%) 73 (31%) 129 (35%)
£21–40 value 12 (15%) 43 (18%) 76 (20%)
£41–60 value 10 (13%) 25 (11%) 44 (12%)

Table 7. Lower levels of landowning by women.
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The clergy as landowners

Throughout the nineteenth century the clergy continued to exert an influence over
rural society, particularly through their continued presence on the bench.55 Their
position was consolidated, however, by their status as landowners. In the county
over 320 clergy had acquired estates extending to over 45,000 acres, with a mean
clerical estate of 141 acres. The total annual rental value of their estates amounted
to over £90,000, with a mean of £282. Only a fifth of their estates comprised less
than 20 acres, another tenth between 21 and 40 acres, so that the size of their
holdings tended to be in the middle levels. In terms of their annual rental
valuation, only 13 per cent were estimated to be worth less than £20 and another
8 per cent between £21 and £40. Whilst most of them (73 per cent) inhabited
places within the county, a significant number (87 or 27 per cent) lived outside
Leicestershire. The majority lived in rural parishes (80 per cent), although a tenth
dwelled in market towns. Only a small proportion were located in big cities,
London, or spa and resort towns. Most, because of the size of their landed status
and their inhabiting rural parishes inside the county, thus retained a position of
influence in local society through means other than their clerical collar.56

EXTERNAL LANDOWNERS
(RESIDENT OUTSIDE THE COUNTY)

In 1873 almost 160,000 acres of the land in parcels of more than one acre in the
county belonged to owners resident outside the county; that is, just under one-
third (30.9 per cent). These external proprietors amounted to just under 1,000
owners of land over one acre, just less than a fifth of the owners of one acre or
more (18.6 per cent). In terms of the annual rental value of lands more than one
acre in extent, these owners controlled again just under a third of the value (31 per
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Landownership (acres) Annual rental valuation (£s)

[Number of clergy 323 323]
Total 45,539 90,940
Mean 141 282
[Standard deviation 1,801.6 347.64]
Maximum Over 1,289 Over 2,438
Spearman’s rank 0.95 0.95

Table 8. Clergy as landowners.

55 C. H. E. Zangerl, ‘The social composition of the county magistracy in England and Wales,
1831–87’, Journal of British Studies, 11 (1971), 113–25; R. Lee, Rural Society and the Anglican
Clergy, 1815–1914: Encountering and Managing the Poor (Woodbridge, 2006).

56 The statistics exclude the large estate of the Ecclesiastical Commissioners in Leicester, concentrated
in Highfields, for which see G. Potts, ‘The creation of Highfields, Leicester’, unpublished paper in
the Record Office for Leicester, Leicestershire and Rutland Pamphlet Box 19b; and Janette Martin,
‘South Highfields, Leicester: the evolution of a suburb, 1891–1991’ (unpublished M.A. dissertation,
Centre for English Local History, University of Leicester, 1994). Potts reflects on the earlier
development and Martin on the later aspects. In 1873 the estate was reckoned to be 1319a. 3r. 10p.,
with an annual rental value of £2,802 7s. The statistics also exclude Mount St Bernard’s Abbey.
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cent). The mean acreage held by these proprietors amounted to 175 acres, with a
mean annual rental value of £365.

The residences of ‘external’ owners of land were dispersed in over 320 places
in England, as illustrated in Fig. 1. Two concentrations are evident, however.
Locations on the periphery of the county would be expected. The dominance of
owners of land inhabiting London is, perhaps, also predictable, with 113 owners
domiciled there, but the wider implication of metropolitan owners of land is the
extraction and diversion of capital and finance (in rents and profits) from the
provinces to the capital. Rural landownership thus continued to support London
as a centre of consumption. As mentioned above, the Return enumerated a total of
4,927 owners of more than an acre in the county, amounting to a total of 517,484
acres, with a combined annual valuation of just more than £1 million. Owners
resident in London comprised merely 2.2 per cent of this total of all landowners
with more than one acre (excluded here are the four railway companies), thus
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Fig. 1. Residence of external landowners (more than one acre).
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possessing more than 6 per cent of the holdings of more than one acre. Their
estates were estimated to be worth more than 5 per cent of the total valuation of
land held as more than one acre, collectively more than £55,000. Additionally, of
course, many of the aristocratic and gentry landowners resident in the county
consumed some of their estate income in the capital.

The distribution around the periphery has, indeed, some interesting features,
one of which is the concentration in urban places, both market towns and
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Location Number Total acreage Mean Standard Maxi-
acreage deviation mum

Villages/parishes 352 (38.4%) 62,089 (38.9%) 176 587.3 5,175
Market towns+ 167 (18.2%) 19,833 (12.4%) 118.8 679.67 8,421
Atherstone 64 (7%) 15,576 (9.8%) 243 1,218.66 9,755
County boroughs 111 (12.1%) 12,708 (8%) 115 255.78 1,677
Big cities¶ 37 (4.1%) 4,019 (2.4%) 109 195.85 857
London (all) 113 (12.4%) 32,680 (20.4%) 289 635.23 4,568
[London (net)*] [109] [31,402] [288] [643.56] [4,568]
Resorts/spas 57 (6.2%) 10,645 (6.7%) 187 395.63 1,877
Abroad 15 (1.6%) 2,247 (1.4%) 150 249.36 720
Totals 916 (100%) 159,797 (100%) 175 n/a n/a

+ Excluding Atherstone
¶ Excluding London
* Without the four railway companies

Table 9. External owners of land (acreages).

Location Number Total annual rental Mean Standard Maximum Spearman’s
value (£s) annual deviation annual rank

rental rental correlation
value (£s) value (£s) ¤

Villages/parishes 352 113,508 (33.9%) 323 1,056.64 9,663 0.93
Market towns+ 167 32,229 (9.6%) 193 952.3 11,631 0.88
Atherstone 64 30,917 (9%) 483 2,254.73 18,024 0.92
County boroughs 111 21,978 (6.8%) 198 408.39 2,954 0.9
Big cities¶ 37 9,027 (2.7%) 244 428.65 1,765 0.92
London (all) 113 103,329 (30.9%) 914 4,244.97 44,109 0.94
London (net)* 109 55,333 508 1,104.99 7,838 0.95
Resorts/spas 57 18,270 (5.5%) 321 589.92 2,911 0.93
Abroad 15 5,148 (1.6%) 343 527.13 1,757 0.94
Totals 916 334,406 (100%) 365 n/a n/a n/a

+ Excluding Atherstone
¶ Excluding London
* Without the four railway companies
¤ Correlating acreages of individual holdings with annual rental values for individual
holdings

Table 10. External owners of land (annual rental valuations).
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county towns. Taking the county towns first, Nottingham contained 36 owners
and Derby 20. If we include Coventry as equivalent to a county town for eastern
Warwickshire, then a further dozen owners are added. Perhaps more surprising
is the role of market towns just across the county boundary. Strikingly, over
60 owners had Atherstone as their address. Another 20 inhabited Nuneaton, near
to Atherstone, nine Rugby, south of Nuneaton, and 11 Burton on Trent, again
west of the county but further north. These market towns on the western edge
of the county thus accounted for almost 120 of the external owners. On the
eastern extremity, the two market towns of Grantham and Uppingham were
each inhabited by 18 owners, a total of 36. Two rural parishes furnished
significant numbers of owners: Shardlow (Derbyshire) 15 and Rockingham
(Northamptonshire) 13.

If we consider Atherstone, the more than 60 landowners with addresses there
occupied almost 16,000 acres of land in Leicestershire, with an annual rental
valuation of almost £31,000. In fact, however, more than half of the total acreage
belonged to the Earl of Howe, whose address was specified as Atherstone, but
whose estate was partly based on Gopsall inside Leicestershire. If we deduct his
estate, then the remaining 63 landowners of Atherstone held 5,820 acres, at a
mean of 92 acres (standard deviation 162.69), with the maximum holding
extending to just over £809. The total annual rental value of these 63 holdings
amounted to £12,892, a mean of £205 (standard deviation 352.04), and a
maximum of £1,784. Excluding the allocation of the Earl, therefore, inhabitants
of Atherstone still exercised some influence over landowning in south-west
Leicestershire, although on a more modest individual basis.57

Combining the Atherstone-based proprietors with the landowners based in
Nuneaton, Rugby and Coventry, there was a considerable extension of
landowning across the county boundary from Warwickshire into Leicestershire.
The same situation was obtained in the south-east of the county, where
landowners from north Northamptonshire expanded into the county, particularly

57 The Spearman rank correlation coefficient for acreage against valuation is 0.917 with the Howe
estate, and 0.913 excluding it.
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Location <20 acres 21–40 acres <£20 £21–40

Villages/parishes 174 (49%) 38 (11%)
Market towns+ 90 (54%) 18 (11%) 115 (33%) 48 (14%)
County boroughs 51 (46%) 14 (13%) 34 (31%) 14 (13%)
Big cities¶ 16 (43%) 4 (11%) 10 (27%) 5 (13%)
Resorts/spas 16 (28%) 13 (23%) 59 (35%) 25 (15%)
Abroad 8 (53%) 1 (7%) 5 (33%) 2 (13%)

+ Excluding Atherstone
¶ Excluding London

Table 11. External owners of land (lower strata).
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from Rockingham. Again, there was a particularly large element of a single estate,
that of George Watson, extending to more than 2,229 acres, with an annual rental
valuation of over £4,090. A dozen other landowners, nonetheless, occupied more
modest estates across the Welland Valley in Leicestershire, extending upwards
from just over 1.5 acres to more than 240 acres, although mostly below 100 acres,
and half below 50 acres.

MARKET-TOWN LANDOWNERSHIP

The fortunes of market towns in the late nineteenth century remain something of a
conundrum in comparison to the advanced research which has been devoted to
larger urban places. The Return of 1873 allows a comparison of market towns. In
the statistics below, institutional facilities have been excluded: Boards of
Guardians, Gas Companies and utilities.

There persists perhaps a tendency to regard market towns as in decline in the
nineteenth century, overshadowed by the enormous expansion of larger urban
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Category Landownership (acres) Annual rental value (£s)

[Number 128 128]
Total 12,832 23,380
Mean 100 182
[Standard deviation 251.46 406.74]
Maximum 2,150 3,192
Spearman’s rank C = 0.932

Table 12. External women owners of land
(acreages and annual rental valuation).

Category Landownership (acres) Annual rental value (£s)

<20 57 (45%) 30 (23%)
21–40 25 (20%) 18 (14%)

Table 13. External women owners of land (women: lower strata).

Category of location Number Percentage

Parish 44 34
Market town 32 25
County borough 16 13
Large city 5 4
London 16 13
Abroad 3 2
Totals 128 100

Table 14. External women owners of land (locations of address).
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centres and the change in the nature of the urban hierarchy.58 Market towns were
apparently eclipsed by the demographic explosion in larger urban places, and by a
transformation in commercial and retail structures. We know, however, that the
larger market towns persisted as important local centres, not least from the

58 E. A. Wrigley, ‘City and country in the past: a sharp divide or a continuum’, Historical Research, 64
(1991), 107–20. Wrigley uses rank-size distribution of population in the urban hierarchy to
determine the relationship between urban places. For the rank-size rule (logarithm), see M. Fujita,
P. Krugman and A. Venables, The Spatial Economy. Cities, Regions, and International Trade
(Cambridge, MA, 1999), 217–22.
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Place Total land Total annual Mean value
acreage listed rental value (£s) per acre

Loughborough 2,648 14,874 £5 12s.
Melton Mowbray 2,572 6,335 £2 10s.
Market Harborough 1,751 5,976 £3 8s.
Ashby de la Zouch 2,310 4,586 £2 0s.
Hinckley 2,776 9,199 £3 6s.
Lutterworth 3,913 10,112 £2 12s.

Table 15. Summary statistics of landownership in market towns.

Place Number Mean acreage Standard Maximum
of owners per owner deviation [nearest acre]

Loughborough 92 28.8 55.81 347
Melton Mowbray 93 28 52.59 332
Market Harborough 43 41 93.88 565
Ashby de la Zouch 58 39.8 63.12 315
Hinckley 71 39 61.61 312
Lutterworth 48 82 223.67 1,496

Table 16. Descriptive statistics of land ownership in market towns.

Place Number Mean Standard Maximum Spearman
of owners annual deviation (nearest £) rank C

rental value
per owner
(£s)

Loughborough 92 162 233.92 1,405
Melton Mowbray 93 68 99.3 547 0.8
Market Harborough 43 139 224.38 1,117 0.86
Ashby de la Zouch 58 79 137.46 856 0.94
Hinckley 71 130 135.83 723 0.81
Lutterworth 48 211 487.32 3,302 0.81

Table 17. Descriptive statistics of annual rental values in market towns.
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organisation of country carriers.59 If we consider the mean annual rental
valuations of property in Leicestershire’s market towns, however, a diversity of
fortunes is revealed. Although Ashby was inhabited by 58 resident owners of
property, the mean value per acre was only comparable with agricultural land, at
precisely £2. Despite containing the largest number of resident landowners,
Melton Mowbray fared only slightly better at £2 10s. Lutterworth was dominated
by the consolidated estate of the Goodacres, although it was inhabited by more
than 40 other owners of land there, but its mean value approximated to that in
Melton, at £2 12s. Higher values were achieved in Hinckley and Market
Harborough, at respectively £3 6s. and £3 8s. Considerably higher values were
obtained, however, in Loughborough, where its 92 resident landowners enjoyed a
mean valuation of £5 12s.

In almost all these market towns, the distribution of ownership was fairly
widely spread, from Market Harborough with 43 resident owners to Melton with
93. The total acreage possessed by local landowners was by far the highest in
Lutterworth, but augmented there by the large estate of the Goodacres. One
influence on the mean annual rental valuation was the number of owners of
smaller amounts of land which facilitated urban development, the construction of
factories and houses through the availability of smaller plots of land. That pattern
is most clearly revealed in Loughborough by comparison with Lutterworth. That
variable, however, would have been immaterial without the exertion of other
forces on the urban and industrial development of Loughborough. The
fragmentation of land ownership, nonetheless, was important in facilitating those
changes. The high percentage of resident owners of small amounts of land in
Melton had little appreciable impact there.

Returning to the mean value per acre, a difference remains between those
market towns which experienced some industrialisation, such as Loughborough
and Hinckley, and those that continued to be embedded in their traditional
agrarian context, Melton and Ashby, with Market Harborough maintaining a
position in the middle. The rental income from capital in Loughborough which
accrued to resident landowners (almost £15,000 per annum) stimulated that
economy further, as did the more than £9,000 in Hinckley. Such capital
accumulation which remained in the local economy sustained further endogenous
growth.60 Fixed capital formation furnished liquid revenue for small owners of
land and seeped directly into the local urban economy.61 The diversion of the
proceeds of capital formation into rural hands benefited the market town
economy less.

59 A. Everitt, ‘Country carriers in the nineteenth century’, Journal of Transport History, n.s. 3 (1976),
179–202.

60 For the more productive use of income from capital in urban places, Rémy Prud’homme, ‘New
trends in the cities of the world’, in R. Knight and G. Cappert, eds, Cities in a Global Society
(London, 1989), 47 (‘external economies of agglomeration’).

61 B. L. Anderson, ed., Capital Accumulation in the Industrial Revolution (London, 1974); A.
Kenwood, ‘Fixed capital formation on Merseyside, 1800–1913’, Economic History Review, 31
(1978), 214–37.
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URBAN LANDOWNERSHIP

As might be expected, the number of landowners in the borough of Leicester far
exceeded those in any other place in the county. Excluding the Corporation and
the Freemen, both substantial institutional landowners, and also omitting New
Parks, the Return enumerated just more than 300 landowners in the borough,
collectively possessing 15,393 acres with an annual rental valuation of £42,935.
The mean size of holding extended to 51 acres (standard deviation 138.81), but
the median only 11.5 acres (and an even lower mode at 1.25 acres). The mean
valuation for each owner amounted to £142 (standard deviation 403.05), with
median values at £42 (again, a much lower mode at £10).

The mean value per acre, however, was surprisingly low, at £2 16s., when
compared with the general mean value of £2 2s., and even more so in comparison
with the £5 5s. in Belgrave. The explanation resides in the extent of agricultural
land, which had not yet become available for development. Extensive
commonfields pertained to the borough, which, although enclosed in the early
nineteenth century, had not yet been encroached upon for building development.
The expansion into the South Field had been temporarily suspended by the
inconvenient siting of the railway, the prison and the infirmary, which truncated
expansion. The expansion of the borough was thus conspicuously re-directed to
northern and western developments, so that in the 1873 Returns, small high-value
plots existed along Abbeygate, Fosse Road, Hinckley Road and Narborough
Road, as well as in Belgrave. These areas constituted the locations of factory-
based industrial enterprise with workers’ housing.62

Over a third of the enumerated landowners possessed below five acres of land.
This size of parcel was attractive for building development since much urban
housing was constructed by jobbing builders on small plots.63 Altogether, just over

62 R. Dennis, English Industrial Cities of the Nineteenth Century. A Social Geography (Cambridge,
1984), for this new form of urban development of factories with immediately adjacent workers’
housing.

63 In general now, William Baer, ‘Is speculative building underappreciated in urban history?’, Urban
History, 34 (2007), 296–316, developing the earlier research in a British context by Peter Aspinall;
see also Aspinall, The Evolution of Urban Tenures in Nineteenth Century Cities (Birmingham,
1978), which, in fact, includes those urban places which had not yet been designated a city, such as
Leicester. Aspinall also conducted research into the byelaw building registers of Sheffield and other
locations, to demonstrate the extent of speculative building by small jobbing builders.
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Place <20 acres 21–40 acres Annual rental Annual rental
owned owned valuation <£20 valuation £21–40

Loughborough 71% 10%
Melton Mowbray 70% 15% 44% 16%
Market Harborough 63% 14% 35% 14%
Ashby de la Zouch 55% 21% 43% 14%
Hinckley 58% 17% 20% 8%
Lutterworth 54% 13% 15% 17%

Table 18. Size distribution of landownership in market towns.
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100 landowners had acquired fewer than five acres; 18 had annual rental
valuations of between £5 and £10; 11 over £10 and less than 20; and 15 more
than £20, some substantially more. As has been demonstrated, the availability of
such small plots held in freehold facilitated building development for housing the
burgeoning lower-middle-class and working-class population.64

LANDOWNING AND LOCAL DEVELOPMENT

In the first half of the nineteenth century, although employment in agriculture
declined, rural population was sustained by other male occupations. In the late
nineteenth century, however, it has been suggested, overall rural depopulation
ensued.65 Whilst that pattern undoubtedly obtained in general, some counter-
vailing pockets existed: rural places where population expanded and was
maintained or even increased. Many variables influenced this trend in those
selective places, including new methods of transport, but the population of
resident (small) landowners was undoubtedly a stimulus. Given the location of
these places and the arrangements for transport, we might consider these places as
early counter-urbanisation or ‘sub’-urbanisation of a particular type.66 Another
influence, associated with the numbers of small landowners, was the distribution
of some expanding industry, such as boot and shoe, in small workshops in a
continued putting-out system.

On average, the number of resident landowners (with more than one acre) in
each location was particularly low, fewer than 10, with a median at an even
smaller number of six. A number of places, however, contained much larger
numbers of resident landowners. One way of identifying these places is to
differentiate those with landowning populations well above the third quartiles of
13 and 12, beginning at the level of 20, as in the distribution maps presented
below (Figures 2–5).

64 Aspinall, Evolution of Urban Tenures.
65 E. A. Wrigley, ‘Men on the land and men in the countryside: employment in agriculture in early-

nineteenth-century England’, in L. Bonfield, R. Smith and K. Wrightson, eds, The World We Have
Gained: Histories of Population and Social Structure (Oxford, 1986), 295–336. For the relative
emptying of predominantly agricultural counties, see D. Baines, Migration in a Mature Economy.
Emigration and Internal Migration in England and Wales 1861–1900 (Cambridge, 1985), which
employs aggregative demographic analysis of census data.

66 Counter-urbanisation is not a very apt description since it is a late twentieth-century phenomenon
associated with the flight from cities to rural habitation: H. Jones, Population Geography (London,
1990), 216–17; the process in these villages and parishes in the late nineteenth century was more a
countervailing tendency to the general trend of urbanisation.
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Category Mean Standard Median First Third
deviation quartile quartile

All places except Leicester 10 13.22 6 2 13
Excluding market towns 9.2 10.3 6 2 12

Table 19. Resident landowners per place.
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The fragmentation of landholding in these places enabled their development in
the late nineteenth century, in some cases perpetuating earlier proto-
industrialisation, as at Shepshed, where land in 1873 was divided amongst 61
resident landowners.67 Continued expansion was experienced in other locations of
divided landownership, such as Syston, Enderby and Thurmaston. To some
degree, this fragmentation of landholding was a characteristic of ‘open’ parishes,
since no overall control could be exerted over the development of land.68 At
Syston, landownership was distributed amongst 44 owners with a mean valuation
per acre of £3 14s. At Barrow on Soar, the value per acre of the land of the 38
owners amounted to £3 8s. Other favourable influences were necessary, however,
such as an improvement in transport and proximity to urban places. The
expansion of these locations in the late nineteenth century was thus propitiated by
the historical pattern of landownership, as represented in the 1873 Return, and
more recent transformations in industrialisation and communications.

67 Levine, Family Formation.
68 Consider, however, S. Banks, ‘Nineteenth-century scandal or twentieth-century model? A new look

at “open” and “close” parishes’, Economic History Review, 2nd ser., 41 (1988), 51–73.
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Fig. 2. More than 20 resident landowners (more than one acre).
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The historical pattern of landownership also informed inhabitant’s experience
of place, the phenomenology of being in a small, local world. Many other aspects
contributed to this feeling of being emplaced or displaced, rooted or transient, but
knowledge of the ownership and occupation of land was pertinent. Ownership of
rural land was a point of reference in the life experience of the village and parish.
In those places where the land was monopolised or consolidated historically in few
hands, non-owners might feel unsettled, uninvolved, not being-in, inhibited.69 The
concentration of landowning induces a sense of inhibition, of the inaccessible and
unavailable.70 To return to a previous point, the landed aristocracy and gentry
supposed one of their contributions to be custodians of the traditions, and by
extension landscape, of the country, but by the same token that tradition and
landscape were not ‘ours’, in the sense that our action with it was circumscribed

69 H. L. Dreyfus, Being-in-the-World. A Commentary on Heidegger’s Being and Time, Division I
(Cambridge, MA, 1991), 3, 7, 19, 22, 23, 34–5 (‘everyday practices’), 37 (unsettled: unheimlich),
43, 129 (‘being-in’, involvement, in an existential sense). See also T. Cresswell, Place. A Short
Introduction (Oxford, 2004), 21–4.

70 Dreyfus, Being-in-the-World, 138–40.
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Fig. 3. More than 30 resident landowners (more than one acre).
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and inhibited, so ‘our’ sense of that small world was traduced.71 In this scenario,
then, we know the small world by the monopoly of the land and the exclusionary
sense that induces.

Where landowning was fragmented and the ownership divided, the experience
had more of a sense of being-with, not merely owning land with the sentiment of
possession. Whilst the ability to do what one wished with an individual’s land was
paramount, the sense exists also of a ‘shared practical activity’.72 The small
landowners experience and act on the world in a shared way. That does not mean,
of course, that everyone, especially the non-landed, had the same sense of
inclusion.

71 In phenomenological terms, we are not allowed that ‘intentionality’ which is necessary for proper
experience of being-in-the-world, rather than just being in the world; that is, our acting on and
towards the world. An alternative explanation would consider actual exclusion and a recondite
feeling of guilt and transgression, of being ‘out of place’: Cresswell, Place, 279.

72 Dreyfus, Being-in-the-World, 101, 141–50.
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Fig. 4. More than 40 resident landowners (more than one acre).
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SOME CONCLUSIONS

Although it was ostensibly initiated because of concerns about the distribution of
landholding, the Return illuminates a number of processes which were in progress
in the late nineteenth century. The rise of suburbs, those for industrial working
people in terraces and to a lesser extent the lower clerical cadres, transformed land
values, particularly for small parcels of land which could be developed piecemeal
by jobbing builders. Boundary extensions for boroughs within the next decade
consolidated this appreciation of values. The process is already visible in the
survey of 1873. Women’s separate property rights were established shortly after
the conduct of the survey, which reveals the extent and character of
landownership of women. At the end of the period of ‘high farming’ and just in
advance of the Great Depression, the Return captures in a snapshot a number of
transformational processes.

The pattern of landownership revealed in 1873 in Leicestershire was being
transformed. The relationship between urban and rural was being re-calibrated.73

73 R. Williams, The Country and the City (London, 1973). For a recent commentary, see G. Maclean,
D. Landry and J. Ward, eds, The Country and the City Revisited. England and the Politics of
Culture, 1550–1850 (Cambridge, 1999).
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Fig. 5. More than 50 resident landowners (more than one acre).
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In the next generation, as civic culture advanced to replace the denigration of
urban existence in the early nineteenth century, the divide between urban and
rural was re-balanced.74 Although urban places remained small in spatial size and
thus not distant from the countryside, the urban was re-valued. On the other
hand, despite the general eclipse of the rural in demographic terms, some villages
which had a more demotic pattern of landownership experienced growth in the
late nineteenth century, a countervailing trend to the wider movement of
population to larger urban places.

The pattern revealed also, perhaps predictably, illustrates the artificiality of
explanatory models of spatial economies of urban and rural hinterlands. The
distribution of rent and land values does not conform to Von Thünen’s notions of
concentric circles, Christaller and Lösch’s prediction of central place, or core-
periphery concepts: ‘The dividing line between regional and urban economies is
fuzzy at best.’75 So complexity was more apparent than conformity to any abstract
model. On the other hand, trite as it may seem, there is much value in the idea of
agglomeration economics: ‘the result not of inherent differences among locations
but of some set of cumulative processes, necessarily involving some form of
increasing returns, whereby geographic concentration can be self-reinforcing.’76

The questions demanded then are: which conditions are conducive to such
concentrations; and what small differences in these conditions develop into larger
differences to enable his self-reinforcing growth?77 One of those conditions might
have been the distribution of landownership and in particular the numbers of
small plots of land available for development, which allowed fixed capital
formation, and in turn produced surplus income for reinvestment or consumption.
That factor was only important where there were other favourable influences.

Those transitions of the 1870s and the subsequent generation did not, of
course, completely curtail the influence of the great landed estates. Their
continuity through the twentieth century, despite troubled waters after the First
World War, remains one of the phenomena of English social complexity. In the
middle of the twentieth century, the pattern of large landownership was only
slightly different from that in 1873. It is not appropriate here, however, to address
the larger cultural issues of that persistence.78

74 For notions of urban miscegenation in the early nineteenth century, see M. Poovey, Making a Social
Body. British Cultural Formation, 1830–1864 (Chicago, 1995). The literature on the civic culture of
the late nineteenth century is vast. D. Cannadine, Lords and Landlords. The Aristocracy and the
Towns, 1774–1967 (Leicester, 1980), illustrates how that civic culture might appeal to landed
aristocrats as titular heads of civic society.

75 Fujita, Krugman and Venables, Spatial Economy, 119; there too for discussions of these analytical
concepts mentioned in the previous sentence.

76 Fujita, Krugman and Venables, Spatial Economy, 2, 4, 7 (‘circular causation’).
77 Fujita, Krugman and Venables, Spatial Economy, 9.
78 M. Wiener, English Culture and the Decline of the Industrial Spirit, 1850–1980 (Cambridge, 1981).
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METHODOLOGICAL NOTE

In the nature of a return from the localities and its redaction by a central office,
the Return contains a number of problems, although none insurmountable for a
general analysis. The principal commission of errors concerns place names. For
example, there are nine instances each of simply ‘Claybrooke’ and ‘Appleby’.
Problems like this are compounded by occasional references to ‘Stanton’ (assumed
here to be Stanton under Bardon), ‘Ratcliffe’ (on the Wreake or Culey?),
‘Broughton’, ‘Sutton’, ‘Frisby’, ‘Normanton’, ‘Walton’, ‘Seals’, ‘Kilworth’,
‘Ashby’ (mercifully only half a dozen), Bosworth and ‘Glen’. The numbers are
sufficiently small that there is some confidence that the overall analysis is not
abnormally affected.
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