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Most urban places – towns and cities – did not extend outside their medieval boundaries 
even in the middle of the eighteenth century, as urban populations remained essentially 
stable. By 1851 the situation had reversed, with a predominance of population in 
towns and cities.1 Migration into urban places and some natural increase of urban 
populations necessitated the expansion of towns and cities. Loughborough at this time 
had an extensive rural component in its parish which will be considered elsewhere, and 
the concomitant relationship between agrarian and ‘urban’ employment in the parish 
in the nineteenth century. For population change in Loughborough, see below. As part 
of this process, some urban places depended for their extension on aristocratic and 
gentle estates, for all of industrial, urban and suburban development. A few examples 
might suffice. First of all, the immense expansion of London was enabled by building 
leases on the aristocratic estates near London, such as the Grosvenor patrimony.2 
As Martin Daunton has illustrated, Cardiff became the ‘coal metropolis’ because 
of investment in the dockland area on the Bute estate. Dudley’s industrialisation 
occurred on aristocratic land, as Trevor Raybould has described. That other thriving 
industrial urban place, Sheffield, pertained to the extensive lordship and estates of the 
Duke of Norfolk. When popular entertainment and holidays were combined, some 
aristocratic landowners took advantage in promoting seaside towns: Skegness by the 
Earl of Scarbrough and Eastbourne by the Duke of Devonshire.3

1 E. A. [Tony] Wrigley, ‘Men on the land and men in the countryside: employment in agriculture in 
early-nineteenth-century England’, in L[loyd] Bonfield, R[ichard] Smith, and K[eith] Wrightson (eds), 
The World We Have Gained: Histories of Population and Social Structure (Oxford, Blackwell, 1986), 
pp. 295–336, for the persistence of agrarian employment to the middle of the century; Helen Meller, 
Towns, Plans and Society in Modern Britain (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press [CUP], 1997), 
p.11; R[ichard] Rodger, Housing in Urban Britain, 1780–1914 (Cambridge, CUP, 1995 edn), p. 7.

2 D. J. Olsen, ‘House upon house’, in H. J. [Jim] Dyos and M[ichael] Woolf (eds), The Victorian City: 
Images and Reality (London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1973), pp. 320–58.

3 M[artin] J. Daunton, Coal Metropolis, Cardiff 1870–1914 (Leicester, Leicester University Press 
[LUP], 1977); D[avid] Cannadine, Lords and Landlords: The Aristocracy and the Towns, 1774–1967 
(Leicester, LUP, 1980); T[revor] Raybould, Economic Emergence of the Black Country: Study of the 
Dudley Estate (Taunton Abbot, David & Charles, 1973); Rodger, Housing in Urban Britain, pp. 13–
16; J. Springett, ‘Landowners and urban development: the Ramsden estate and nineteenth-century 
Huddersfield’, Journal of Historical Geography 8 (1982), pp. 129–44.
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The importance of landownership and rights for urban expansion in the 
nineteenth century is well attested. We need only compare, for example, Nottingham 
and Leicester. The outward expansion of the former was inhibited not only by the 
meadows to the south (which, in fact, became the site of unhealthy slum dwellings), 
but also the resistance of the burgesses to the enclosure of the borough’s common 
lands until 1845.4 By contrast, the earlier enclosure of Leicester’s common fields, 
from the transformation of the South Field in 1804–08, enabled the earlier relief 
of the borough outside its medieval circumference.5 One response in Nottingham 
was the development of New Town on the Clay Field as a working-class estate, re-
designated by 1880 as St Ann’s.6 In the 1880s substantial urban expansion occurred 
in general, and this decade was especially important for the first outward spatial 
development of Loughborough, which will be addressed in another place.

That then is the general context for the expansion of Loughborough in the late 
nineteenth century, when it received its charter of incorporation as a borough in 
1888 and extended rapidly outside its longstanding boundaries.7 Loughborough, 
like these other urban places, had been dominated by a single lordship – aristocratic 
landowner – from the late middle ages. If that aristocratic estate had maintained its 
integrity, Loughborough might have been as dependent for its expansion on that 
aristocratic landowner.8 One of the practical differences is in urban legal status. In 
urban places dominated by aristocratic landlords, leasehold became the prevalent 
status, the lord granting building leases for 800 years or 99 years. In other urban 
places, freehold became more usual. With the exception of the seaside resorts, the 
examination of building development has been concentrated on large urban places, 
most of which became cities in the late nineteenth or early twentieth centuries.9 
Although expanding industrially from the early nineteenth century, particularly in 
textile manufacture, Loughborough remained a much smaller urban entity, without 
borough status until the time that some of these larger urban places acquired city 
status.

4 W[illiam] G. Hoskins, The Making of the English Landscape (London, Hodder & Stoughton, 1955), 
p. 280; for contemporary Nottingham, R[oy] Church, Economic and Social Change in a Midland
Town: Victorian Nottingham 1815–1900 (London, Cass, 1966); 8&9 Victoria, c.7 (1845); S[tanley]
D. Chapman, ‘Working class housing in Nottingham during the Industrial Revolution’, Transactions
of the Thoroton Society of Nottingham 48 (1969), pp. 69–92.

5 R[oger] M. Pritchard, Housing and the Spatial Structure of the City: Residential Mobility and the 
Housing Market in an English City Since the Industrial Revolution (Cambridge, CUP, 1976), pp. 42–9.

6 Lisa McKenzie, Getting By: Estates, Class and Culture in Austerity Britain (Bristol, Policy Press, 
1915), pp. 22–4.

7 For socio-economic developments, P[eter] Clark, ‘Elite networking and the formation of an industrial 
small town: Loughborough, 1700–1840’, in N[eil] Raven and J[on] Stobart (eds), Towns, Regions 
and Industries: Urban and Industrial Change in the Midlands, c.1700–1840 (Manchester, Manchester 
University Press, 2005), pp. 161–75. For the petition for a charter of incorporation, London Gazette 
[LG] Issue 25739, p. 4993 (15 September 1887).

8 For the medieval and early-modern context, D[ave] Postles, A Town in its Parish: Loughborough, 
Origins to c.1640 (Loughborough, the Author, 2015); M[arilyn] Palmer (ed.), The Aristocratic 
Estate: the Hastings in Leicestershire and South Derbyshire: papers given at a conference held in 
Loughborough University by the East Midlands Studies Unit Saturday 15 May 1982 (Loughborough, 
Loughborough University, 1982).

9 J[ohn] Beckett, City Status in the British Isles, 1830–2002 (Farnham, Ashgate, 2005); Ecclesiastical 
Titles Acts, 1851 and 1871 (14&15 Vict. c. 60; 34&35 Vict. c.53).



transformation of landownership in an industrialising town     201

The narrative or story here is about the transformation of Loughborough from 
an early-modern small town under the tutelage of a dominant aristocratic landowner 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, to borough status and expanding 
industrial and commercial modern urban centre in the late nineteenth century, and 
the formation of a new rentier class of landowners and landlords. A subsequent 
paper will examine the spatial transformation of Loughborough in the decades 
up to the acquisition of borough status in 1888 and the 1890 Act to provide for 
working-class housing, a convenient conjuncture. The disintegration of the Hastings 
estate in Loughborough was critical to allowing the town’s later physical and spatial 
expansion.10 The focus is on that significant and broad structural transformation 
rather than immersion in the details of landownership.

Whilst the narrative commences in the middle of the seventeenth century, with the 
beginnings of the disintegration of the Hastings estate, the terminal date is explained 
first by the incorporation of Loughborough as a borough in 1888 and the Housing 
of the Working Classes Act of 1890.11 Whilst interventions had been made in the 
condition of housing from 1848, some had been permissive legislation and most 
regulated the housing conditions through byelaws.12 The 1890 Act made the first 
provision for local authorities to construct housing, although without significant 
consequences.

Early-modern Loughborough was predominantly contained within two estates: 
the major lordship of the Hastings, earl and countess of Huntingdon; and the 
feoffees of the bridge trust. The tenants of the lordship held their tenements and 
lands through copyhold for three lives. The feoffees’ estate had originally been 
established under Thomas Burton’s will of 1494, but was reconstituted after the 
Chantries Act of 1547 as a trust responsible for the maintenance of the grammar 
school and the bridges, both the immense Cotes bridge and the numerous small 
bridges and planks, which traversed the streams and brooks in the town.13 (The 
educational origins are, however, contested and may have been confused.14) After 
the regulatory act of 1571, the feoffees leased their lands in Loughborough and 
elsewhere for terms of 21 years.15 After 1614, the earl of Huntingdon also resorted 
to 21-year leases, but only on the new cottages which were constructed, retaining 
copyhold tenures on the predominant part of the estate. Some free tenants existed 
in the town and parish, but the extent of their landholding was not significant in the 
greater realm of Loughborough landownership. At the end of the sixteenth century, 
some 37 are enumerated in the Huntingdon lordship. One external free tenant, 
Francis Staresmore, gent., of Hoton, demised a cottage near the pinfold in Hallgate 

10 For the spatial ‘structure’ of the county town (Leicester) and (after 1919) city, Pritchard, Housing and 
the Spatial Structure of the City. 

11 53&54 Vict. c.70; S. B. Saul, ‘Housebuilding in England and Wales, 1890–1914’, Economic History 
Review 15 (1962), pp. 119–37.

12 A. R. Neeves, ‘A pattern of local government growth: Sheffield and its building regulations, 1840–
1914’, unpublished Ph.D., University of Leicester, 1991.

13 The National Archives [TNA], London, PROB 11/11/42 (will 12 June 1494).
14 A. White, A History of Loughborough Endowed Schools (Loughborough, Loughborough Grammar 

School, 1969), pp. 2–25.
15 Ecclesiastical Leases Act 1571 (1571 c.10) (Regnal 13 Eliz I).
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(now Pinfold Gate) for a term of 21 years to Hugh Voare, a labourer, for a rent of 
6s p.a., in 1576.16 (He is also described as of Quorndon, gent., as owner of land 
in Loughborough.17) These minor exceptions, however, simply emphasise how the 
town was constrained by the lordship of the Hastings family.

If we reconstruct the town in the late sixteenth century, it had barely exceeded 
its apparent extent of the late fourteenth century. In the early seventeenth century, 
some additional expansion occurred on the periphery, in the Rushes, Woodgate and 
Leicester Lane, but preponderantly additional cottages. 

First, we should consider the range of documentary material which will reveal the 
landownership of Loughborough over the next three centuries. The most substantial 
accumulation of material consists of the Hastings Manuscripts in the Huntington 
Library in San Marino in California.18 Intermittently, during the eighteenth century, 
the Poll Books provide evidence of the 40s freeholders who voted. Poll Books record 
the actual votes cast at the hustings.19 Secret ballots were not introduced until the 
1872 Ballot Act. Poll Books thus record each voter by name and how the vote was 
cast. Loughborough voters participated in the election of two knights of the shire 
for the county’s representation in Parliament, so the franchise was limited to 40s 
freeholders. Two Poll Books are easily accessible: 1775 and 1830.20 The actual 
register of electors between 1780 and 1832 was contained within the Land Tax 
returns: the register of those liable to the contribution of Land Tax assessed on  
their lands, from which the evidence of 40s freehold was extracted. Our problem 
with the Land Tax returns is that from 1798 taxpayers were allowed to redeem 
the Land Tax by compounding (by paying a lump sum). The return of 1784 is thus 
an apposite selection since it is a few years into the new arrangement, but well in 
advance of the transformation of 1798.21 There are differences in the composition 
of the Land Tax return and the Poll Books. The Land Tax return contains all those 
liable to pay tax on any amount of land, whilst the Poll Book is limited to 40s 
freehold. Another divergence is that the Land Tax return specifies the owners/
proprietors and their residence, tenants, and the location of the land, whilst the Poll 
Book merely identifies the voter with no further information. The Land Tax thus 
supplies important geographical information about landownership in the town, but 
the Poll Book simply a name and a count of freeholders. 

The final information for our purposes consists of the Return of Owners of Land, 
published in 1873 as a Parliamentary Paper.22 The intention behind the Return was 
to include all owners of more than one acre of land, arranged by county. The data 

16 Record Office for Leicestershire, Leicester and Rutland (ROLLR) DG9/177. 
17 ROLLR DE667/127.
18 Postles, ‘“[T]he estates of sundry of my tenauntes”: landholding in Loughborough in “Tawney’s 

century”’, TLAHS 87 (2013), pp. 205–6.
19 J[ohn] Vincent, Pollbooks: How Victorians Voted (Cambridge, CUP, 1967).
20 An Extant Copy of the Poll for the County of Leicestershire [January 1775] (Leicester, 1775); The Poll 

at the Electing of Two Knights of the Shire (Leicester, 1830), pp. 54–8; both in ROLLR (Franchise 40s 
freehold).

21 ROLLR DE2517 (21 May 1784) (40s freehold).
22 Return of Owners of Land 1873 Volume I (London, 1875; c.1097-I) (more than one acre of land). For 

the context, Postles, ‘The Return of Owners of Land and the transformations of the 1870s’, TLAHS 
84 (2010), pp. 221–50.
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consist of the landowners and their residence, the amount of land, and an estimated 
annual rental value. The complication here is that we have to assume that when the 
address of the owner is specified as Loughborough, the land was actually located 
there. A further register of landowners was compiled under the 1910 Finance Act, 
but is not considered here – it’s beyond the chronological remit.

The narrative of the development of landholding and the expansion of 
Loughborough over the three centuries from c.1600 to c.1890 follows. The first 
event is the involvement of Henry, Earl of Huntingdon in the Civil War, which 
resulted in the slighting of his residence at Ashby-de-la-Zouche and indebtedness. 
The consequence was that his successor, Ferdinando, 6th Earl, was obliged to 
dispose of some of the Loughborough estate in 1653–4.23 Despite the enforced sale, 
the general effect was minimal, both for the Hastings family and for Loughborough. 
The evidence for this assertion is the disposition of the Huntingdon lands in the 
town in 1784, from the Land Tax assessment. 

The information in the Land Tax assessment and the Poll Books is considered 
first, followed by an explanation of the domination of the town by the Huntington 
estate in 1784. The first feature which we can observe is the increase in the number 
of owners of land between 1775 and 1784. Since the basic qualification is 40s 
freehold, the numbers reflect the increase in the number of small holdings. Compare 
the number in 1784, however, with the proliferation in numbers of 40s freeholders 
in 1830. Something very significant has happened between 1784 and 1830. If we 
return to the dominance of the town in 1784, we can then elicit the change which 
subsequently occurred.

It can quite easily be discerned that the town was still dominated by the 
Huntingdon estate and, to a lesser extent, by the feoffees’ estate. What is also obvious 
is that there has been fragmentation and division of the tenements of the Huntingdon 
estate, which reflects that any population increase had been accommodated by 
subdividing the tenements rather than any appreciable expansion of the built-up 
area. This character of sub-divided buildings within the traditional boundaries for 
housing the working class persisted into the late nineteenth century, for some time 

23 Huntington Library, San Marino, HAM Box 26, folder 21 (sale book, 1653–54); HAM Box 40, folder 
13 (part of the estate ‘to be presented out of sale’); HAM Box 84, folders 2–3 (lands in the 1653–54 
sale); HAM Box 84, folders 13–15 (sales in Ashby-de-la-Zouche). ROLLR DE 667/129–33 for a few 
of the parcels sold.

Source Number Resident in Lboro Non-resident

Poll Book, 1775  78 20  9
Land Tax, 1784 126  0  2
Rate book, 1830 115
Poll Book, 1830 217 17 22
Rate Book, 1848 350
Return, 1873  92  ?  ?

Table 1. Number of freeholders enumerated in various 
listings, 1775–1873.
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after the fragmentation of the Huntingdon estate, constituting in urban contexts 
ephemeral relationships between landlords and tenants.24 

The cataclysmic event was still to occur: the major disposal of the estates between 
1810 and 1814 by Francis Rawdon-Hastings. Rawdon-Hastings received the estates 
already encumbered with debt, but his political activity exacerbated the situation. 

His remedy was to prosecute a private act of Parliament to disencumber the 
Leicestershire estate and to protect his wife’s inheritance, the so-called Moira Act 
of 1808.25 The receipts from the sales of the Leicestershire estates in Loughborough 
and Ashby between 1809 and 1813 raised £116,000, allowing him to liquidate his 
debts and also concentrate on the remodelling of Donington Castle.26 The disposal 
of the Loughborough estate was prosecuted through three auctions at the Bull’s 
Head in Loughborough in 1809–10. 

In 1809 an auction involved 252 lots, succeeded by the offer of a further 220 lots 
in 1810, with a subsequent sale of residual estate.27 An inordinate debt is owed at 
this point to an analysis by Ian Keil, but the conclusions here are slightly different. 
Keil considered that the sale represented continuity because the demographic and 
occupational transformations were already in train. The continued expansion 
would, however, have been of a different character without the sale of the estate. 
Keil concentrated on the demographic and occupational position, through the 
suit rolls of the court and the census returns of 1801–11. The extension of the 
chronology to the late nineteenth century requires some change of emphasis. The 

24 D[avid] Englander, Landlord and Tenant in Urban Britain, 1838–1918 (Oxford, Oxford University 
Press, 1983).

25 Palmer, ‘Francis Rawdon-Hastings, First Marquis of Hastings, and the development of the 
Leicestershire estates, 1780–1830’, in The Aristocratic Estate, pp. 56–67. 48 Geo. 3 c.cliv Earl of 
Moira and Countess of Loudon Estates, 1808; ROLLR DE667/208 is a copy of the Act; DE667/202 is 
an abstract of the title produced for the transaction.

26 Palmer, ‘Francis Rawdon-Hastings’, pp. 58–9, 63.
27 Ian J. E. Keil, ‘Loughborough and the end of the Hastings connexion: continuity or change?’, in The 

Aristocratic Estate, pp. 68–94, at p. 70. 

Location Huntingdon Feoffees

Sparrow Hill 6 1
Fennel St. 1 4
Church Gate 27 10
Bridge End/Rushes 16 0
Market St. (sic) 25 0
Malt Mill Lane 11 0
Fishpool Head 17 0
Baxter Gate 20 1
High Gate 21 0
Pinfold Gate 6 0
Wood Gate 14 1
Wards End 7 0
Out Grounds 3 0

Table 2. Ownership of tenements by 
Hastings and the Feoffees, 1784.
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significant aspect here is not just the sale of the estate, which did indeed bring into 
play land for expansion, but the disposal in more than 400 lots. The partition of the 
estate in this manner released land for building and thus facilitated the later building 
development of the town. The transfer of the estate as a single entity would have 
acted as an encumbrance on rapid building. The division into smaller properties and 
lots assisted the small, piecemeal development of building, which contributed to the 
expansion of Loughborough outside its traditional urban boundaries.

The distribution of landownership in the town can be assessed (not without 
difficulty) from the poor rate books. Poor rate books for Loughborough survive 
only for 1813–49, and valuation lists for 1860 and 1864.28 Rate books have been 
selected for two intermediate years: 1830 and 1848.29 The rate books provide 
information about the owner, the tenant and the rateable liability. A rate of 1s. 8d. 
in the £ was levied in 1830. Since the rate is arranged topographically, by street and 
location, there is duplication of landowners through the list. Wherever possible, the 
duplication has been eradicated. It must also be considered that some landowners 
were also tenants, but their tenancies have been excluded. The ‘Out Grounds’ have 
been eliminated for this purpose; the concentration is on the potential for building 
development. The rate book thus embraces just the original central township, but 
including now Mills’s Yard and Wards End, and extensions along Wood Gate and 
Leicester Road. We arrive, consequently, at 115 different landowners with land 
already built on, or with potential for building in the central township. The outward 
expansion of the town depended also on land in the contemporary ‘Out Grounds’. 
The rate book lists two dozen landowners in the ‘Out Grounds’.

The rate book for 1830 is entirely manuscript, and thus the detail of the 
properties is compressed and irregular, not standardised. By 1848, printed forms 
were instituted and the description of the properties uniform. What is evident is 
that the demise of the Huntingdon estate created a class of urban rentiers, freehold 
landlords with quite large accumulations of houses in the urban centre which they 
let to tenants.30

Although the rate levied in December 1848 was much lower, at 6d in the £, the 
property details are no less extensive than in 1830. The rate just precedes the Tithe 
Commutation Award of 1849, but is more comprehensive.31 For the first purpose 
here, the ‘Out Grounds’ are not considered, although new housing was appearing 
in the ‘Out Grounds’. The ‘Out Grounds’ will be integrated in more detail in a 
subsequent paper on the spatial expansion of the town. In any case, most of the 
landowners in the ‘Out Grounds’ were also owners of property in the built-up area.

The rate book enumerates about 370 individual owners of property within the 
built-up urban area. This figure is approximate, since the identification of owners of 
land is erratic: sometimes just the surname, often when more detail has previously 
been inscribed. Since a number of these landowners possessed land, but not houses, 

28 ROLLR DE1834/11–127, DE2857/126–127 and DE3585. Daunton, ‘House-ownership from rate 
books’, Urban History Yearbook 1976, pp. 21–7.

29 ROLLR DE1834/48 and 125.
30 Englander, Landlord and Tenant, for the potential conflicts and relationships.
31 ROLLR DE667/195 Tithe Award and Map.
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the number is probably reducible to about 350 owners of houses. This increased 
number reflects further division of landownership, but also the extension of the built-
up area into new locations. Well over a third of these owners of houses possessed 
five or more: 126 owners. More than a fifth (57) possessed ten houses or more, 19 
of whom owned 20 or more. A new class of rentier landlords of urban housing had 
become established in the town by the middle of the nineteenth century, although 
the major outward expansion of the built-up area had yet to occur.

By comparing the entries in the rate book with contemporary directories, we 
can attempt to establish the status of those landlords with five houses or more, as 
depicted in Table 3.32 The vagaries of both sources render it impossible to identify 
with confidence more than half these landlords. We are left with just under 60 such 
landlords who can be determined with accuracy. Even so, ambiguity remains. Some 
landlords who ‘belonged’ to a certain category of status at the time of the rate book 
and directories later entered into the gentle or leisured class. Here, however, we are 
only concerned with their status at the time of the rate book. In fact, the builder, 
James North, who owned 118 houses in 1848, is entered in the directories by this 
trade, but later became involved in a rural existence, a transition enabled by his 
rental income. 

A number of comments ensue from the numbers in the table. First, industrialists 
did not at this time contribute highly to the housing development of Loughborough, 
in so far as it is reflected in rented properties. With a few exceptions which inflate the 
total number, only a small number of industrialists retained houses, and then only in 
small runs. An exception, although not on a considerable scale, was Thomas Clarke, 
whose dyeworks were located in Devonshire Square. He evidently contracted for the 
building of houses within his yard, for 12 houses and a shop owed rent to him in 
‘Clarke’s Yard’ in 1848.33 [These yards were peppered around the traditional centre 
of the town and their infilling constituted an early part of the response to population 
expansion, as will be demonstrated in a subsequent paper.] 

Their activity was exceeded by the leisured landlords, those identified as ‘gentry, 
clergy or other’ in the directories, or by the title Mr, gentleman or esquire. Again, 
however, the total number is inflated, in this case by a female landlord (Mrs 
Attenborough). [Mrs and Widow are synonymous in the rate book.] Professionals 

32 William White History, Gazetteer and Directory of Leicestershire (Sheffield, 1846), pp. 278–91; 
Melville & Co.’s Directory and Gazetteer of Leicestershire (Worcester, 1854), pp. 112–23.

33 ROLLR DE1834/125, p. 115; Melville & Co.’s Directory and Gazetteer, p. 116.

Status No. of owners No. of houses (total)

Gentle/leisure 9 262
Industrial (textile) 9 157
Retail 23 278
Publican 3 24
Farmer 4 36
Professional 9 76
Builder 3 130

Table 3. Status of owners of houses in 1848.
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(that is, a registrar, solicitors, the manager of the Gas Works, clergy, bankers and 
an architect) provided little housing. Publicans reinvested some of their surplus 
income into small amounts of property. Retailers likewise diversified into property, a 
considerable cohort of them, each acquiring a small portfolio of rented houses, but 
in the aggregate contributing significantly to the rental market in the town. Builders, 
although responsible, of course, for construction, did not retain property in their 
own hands with the significant exception of North.

Some landlords were particularly prominent at this time. At the apex resided 
James North, with almost 120 houses. Almost as substantial a landlord was Mrs 
Attenboro(ugh), with 75 units. The number of houses assigned to ‘Warners’ (the 
Warner estate) amounted to over 50 (51). The Miller estate and the executors of 
G. Creswell accounted respectively for 44 and 37 tenements. It is these substantial
urban landlords which are now investigated.

The builder, North, probably died early in September 1863, aged 78.34 At his 
demise on 5 September 1863, this James North was accorded the title of gentleman 
in the probate calendar, his estate initially valued at under £3,000, but the executors 
re-applied to have the amount reduced to under £2,000.35 The North business was 
long established in the town, listed as a builder in 1828–29.36 His identification 
is complicated by various descriptions as builder, farmer and gentleman. There 
appears to be reasonable certainty that the same person is involved. The directories 
include him in Pinfold Gate as a builder and the other sources as in Pinfold Gate. 
In the 1841 census, he professed himself a farmer, aged 55, the same age as his wife 
Charlotte.37 The enumerators in 1851 were more precise, allocating him a farm of 
120 acres, on which he employed four labourers. Both he and his wife, Charlotte, 
had now attained the age of 65. The significant interest in 1851 is the attribution of 
his eldest son, Thomas, aged 40, as a builder. In the Poll Book for 1830, nonetheless, 
he was recorded as a builder, qualifying on the value of freehold houses and land, 
whilst Thomas was inscribed as a bricklayer with the suffrage.38 The connection is 
thus established with building. Both husband and wife were Loughborough born 
and bred.39

His rental property was clustered at the junction of Pinfold Gate, High Street 
and Leicester Road: 64 houses, two shops and a brewery premise in Pinfold Gate, 
as well as undeveloped land; 13 houses and two more shops in High St.; and 18 
houses in Leicester Road. Additionally, he retained houses in Ward’s End, Baxter 
Gate and Swan St. By 1854, he was described as a farmer and grazier of Pinfold 
Gate.40 Shortly before his death, the directory for 1861 accorded him the status of 
gentleman and he no longer appeared in the list of builders.41 

34 Loughborough News 10 September 1863 (no obituary).
35 National Probate Calendar, 1863 (N), p. 66.
36 Pigot & Co.’s National Commercial Directory for 1828–9 (London and Manchester, 1829), p. 494.
37 TNA HO107/595/9/49, p. 22.
38 Poll at the Electing of Two Knights of the Shire, p. 56.
39 TNA HO107/2085, p. 1.
40 Melville & Co.’s Directory and Gazetteer, p. 119; as also Post Office Directory of Derbyshire, 

Leicestershire, Nottinghamshire & Rutlandshire (London, 1855), p. 87.
41 Gazetteer & Directory of the Counties of Leicester & Rutland (Sheffield, 1861), pp. 237, 239.
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A few other builders entered into the rental market, but to a much lesser extent. 
Robert Lander, for instance, another builder based in Pinfold Gate, received rents 
from five houses in Fennell St., and a house and shop in Wood Gate.42 Six houses 
in Leicester Road contributed to the income of John Street, builder, with his yard 
in Church Gate. Joseph Start rented out two houses and a shop on Ashby Road, 
where he had his own premises. Their holdings were negligible by comparison. We 
have, however, a problem with the houses attributed to Dewbery’s executors and 
‘Warners’, although they do not substantially alter the perspective.43

Detailed analysis of the building firms in Loughborough requires further 
research. Urban development was, in general, however, achieved by small jobbing 
builders or speculative builders.44 Such small-scale building obtained even in 
London. In Leicester, for example, in 1870, three-quarters of the 105 applications 
for approval for byelaw building regulations involved four houses or fewer, and 
only one concerned more than 20. In fact, between 1850 and 1900, it has been 
suggested that 70 per cent of all building proposals in Leicester referred to fewer 
than five houses.45 The restrictions on capital formation and cash flow of these small 
businesses limited the size of their projects. The availability of small plots of land 
was thus doubly convenient for their enterprise. The predominant composition of 
the spatial expansion of Loughborough before 1890 consisted of working-class 
housing within a short distance of the centre.46 Accordingly, a number of the small 
jobbing builders had their premises adjacent to the new terraced housing: John 
Barker on Derby Road, James Harding in Hume St., William Rowland in Victoria 
St, and Charles Savage in Freehold St. Local brickworks were situated, of course, 
some distance away in the un-builtup area, in Middle Park and Far Park.

In the late nineteenth century, about a dozen small building firms were operating 
in Loughborough.47 Only one of these firms was included in the 1873 Return: 
William Moss senior, of Pinfold Gate. Moss possessed 3a 2r 36p, valued at £98 
12s 0d, which suggests that in addition to his premises, he had also built and 
owned houses. Since none of the other firms owned an acre of land, they had only 
constructed a few houses or had built houses for clients who were the landowners.

The longevity of building firms in Loughborough through much of the nineteenth 
century is represented in Fig. 1. The terminal dates are 1828 and 1888, the first extant 
directory and the last in the final stages before the 1890 Housing of the Working 
Classes Act. It must be emphasised that what is reflected here is the appearance of 
the building firms in the directories, and artificial termini in 1828 and 1888. What 

42 Pigot & Co.’s National Commercial Directory for 1828–9, p. 494 (bricklayer).
43 Pigot & Co.’s National Commercial Directory for 1828–9, p. 494 (Daniel Dewbery, Pinfold Gate, 

builder, and Thomas Warner, Parkfields, builder).
44 Dyos, ‘The speculative builders and developers of Victorian London’, Victorian Studies 11 (1968), pp. 

641–90; Dyos and D[avid] A. Reeder, ‘Slums and suburbs’, repr. in P[at] Thane and A. [Tony] Sutcliffe 
(eds), Essays in Social History Volume 2 (Oxford, OUP, 1986), p. 245, n. 62.

45 Pritchard, Housing and the Spatial Structure of the City, p. 39.
46 J[ames] H. Johnson and C[olin] G. Pooley (eds), The Structure of Nineteenth-century Cities (Brighton, 

Harvester, 1982), esp. P[eter] J. Aspinall (on applications under byelaw building regulations), ‘The 
internal structure of the housebuilding industry in nineteenth-century cities’, pp. 75–105.

47 J. G. Harrod & Co’s Postal and Commercial Directory of Leicestershire 2nd Edition (London and 
Norwich, 1870), pp. 532–42.
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is refracted is the diversity of the building firms in the 1880s, some with appreciable 
foundations and others apparently short-lived.48

What constitutes a very difficult problem, however, is the definition of builders in 
the directories. If we consider Wright’s Directory for 1888, 15 firms are listed under 
BUILDERS, but 26 as JOINERS AND BUILDERS: two of which have asterisks as 
cabinet makers and one as a jobbing builder. Under the BUILDERS, one is described 
as a bricklayer and plasterer. If we compare the two lists (BUILDERS, JOINERS 
AND BUILDERS), five appear under both headings. Some, listed as builders in 
one directory, are included as bricklayers in another. In 1877, William Ludlam and 
Joseph Taylor were both described in the same place as bricklayer and builder.49 This 
confusion extends back through all the directories. In 1828–29, Thomas North and 
Thomas Rudkin were replicated in the lists of both bricklayers and builders.50 The 

48 Pigot & Co.’s National Commercial Directory for 1828–9 (London and Manchester, 1829), p. 494; 
William White’s History, Gazetteer and Directory of Leicestershire (Sheffield, 1846), pp. 282–92; 
Melville & Co.’s Directory and Gazetteer of Leicestershire (Worcester, 1853), pp. 112–20; Post Office 
Directory of Derbyshire, Leicestershire, Nottinghamshire & Rutlandshire (London, 1855), pp. 84–9; 
Gazetteer & Directory of the Counties of Leicester & Rutland (Sheffield, 1861), p. 239; Buchanan 
& Co.’s Postal and Commercial Directory of Leicester including the market towns … (Oldham, 
1867), pp. 256–67; White’s History, Gazetteer and Directory of the Counties of Leicester & Rutland 
(Sheffield, 1868), pp. 412–22; S. Barker & Co.’s General Topographical and Historical Directory for 
the Counties of Leicestershire and Rutland, &c (Leicester, 1875), pp. 206–15; Post Office Directory for 
the Counties of Leicester and Rutland (London, [1876]), pp. 438–44; White’s History, Gazetteer and 
Directory of the Counties of Leicester and Rutland … (London, 1877), pp. 510–17; Kelly’s Directory 
of Leicestershire & Rutland (London, 1881); Wright’s Directory of Leicestershire (London, 1888).

49 White’s History, Gazetteer and Directory, pp. 515, 517.
50 Pigot & Co.’s National Commercial Directory, p. 494.
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Fig. 1. Longevity of building firms in Loughborough.
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evidence of the directories is thus ambiguous, but indicative, about the precise status 
of the firms. Less ambiguous and more conclusive is the introduction of the descriptor 
‘contractor’: William Main & Son, joiners, builders and contractors; William Moss 
the younger, joiner, builder, contractor and building materials supplier; and Abraham 
Smith, joiner, builder, contractor and appraiser.51 Moss had been attributed this term 
of contractor in 1875–76 and to him has been attributed some of the higher-status 
buildings on Ashby Road, in partnership with Barrowcliffe, architect, brick maker 
and building material supplier.52 This designation as contractor reflects a change in 
the size-structure of builders in the 1870s.

Some builders became, of course, casualties. John Barker was declared bankrupt in 
1869, although discharged four months later in 1870.53 In 1877 the long-established 
company of William Main and Son was placed in liquidation, by arrangement or 
composition with the creditors. The father, William, had been involved in building 
in the town for a considerable time, and was joined in partnership by his son, 
Arthur. Although they had adopted the style of contractors, the firm was forced into 
liquidation by debt.54 Neither firm had the opportunity to engage in the expansion 
of the town and borough in the 1880s, which presented many builders with solid 
employment, indicated by the submissions by builders of applications to the plans 
sub-committee of the Local Board of Health.55 North’s enterprise contrasted with 
the activities of his contemporaries.

In contrast with the concentrated building estate of North, Mrs Attenborough’s 
rental units were dispersed across the old town, in Ward’s End, Wood Gate, Pinfold 
Gate, Baxter Gate, Market Place, the Coneries, Bridge St., Swan St., the adjacent 
Rushes and Ashby Road. Her largest accumulations were situated in Ashby Road 
(17 houses), Wood Gate (11 houses and a shop), Pinfold Gate (eight houses and 
a shop), Baxter Gate (eight houses and a bakehouse) and the Coneries (another 
eight houses and a shop). In addition to houses, she leased out three shops, two 
public houses and two bakehouses. She retained in hand undeveloped land in Baxter 
Gate, High St., the ‘Out Grounds’ and Swan St. Richard Attenborough, who died 
in 1843, not only conducted a prosperous business as a maltster in Baxter Gate, but 
was appointed one of the trustees of the charity for the school in 1832.56 Widow 
Attenborough was listed at the same address just before her death in 1855.57

Mrs Attenborough’s background is more ambiguous than North’s. She was 
evidently the widow of Richard Attenborough, a maltster, of Baxter Gate, since 
both are listed in directories at that address – she as a singleton after his demise. 
The census of 1841 confirms the relationship: the couple inhabiting their house in 
Baxter Gate without any dependants, he aged 80 and she 65, which would account 

51 White’s History, Gazetteer and Directory, pp. 515, 517.
52 S. Barker & Co.’s General Topographical and Historical Directory, p. 213; Post Office Directory 

([1876]), p. 443; Ashby Road Conservation Area, p. 18.
53 LG, Issue 23579, p. 471.
54 LG, Issue 24429, p. 1954.
55 ROLLR DE1834/157; Postles, forthcoming.
56 Pigot & Co.’s National Commercial Directory for 1828–9, p. 495.
57 Post Office Directory of Derbyshire, Leicestershire, Nottinghamshire & Rutlandshire, p. 85.
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for her outsurviving him.58 Neither, however, was born in Leicestershire, which 
renders the discovery of their origins difficult. They evidently arrived as a couple 
in Loughborough after their marriage and apparently late in Richard’s life: he is 
included in Pigot’s Directory of 1828–29 under the rubric of maltster of Baxter 
Gate, but not in the Poll Book for 1830.59 Had he inhabited the town at those dates, 
he would have been of such status. In the years before his death, Richard began to 
invest in rental property in the town. In 1840 he had accumulated land and a public 
house in Ward’s End, 13 houses in Wood Gate, and ten houses dispersed in other 
locations.60 In the January assessment before his death in 1843, he had acquired 
no more property.61 In the rate assessment for the subsequent year, in July 1844, 
the transition to his widow’s ownership is reflected in one house being attributed 
to ‘Attenborough’s executors’, and the remainder to Mrs Attenborough or Widow 
Attenborough.62 Thereafter, Mrs Attenborough expanded her rental estate to triple 
its size within less than half a decade.

There were then (at least) two remarkable rentiers: the first of whom indicated 
that a builder with good fortune could accumulate a very substantial rental 
property in the early nineteenth century, concentrating on developing the locality 
around his own house and building yard. The 1841 census provides brief details of 
North’s brick kiln and stables in Pinfold Gate, the operating centre of his activities 
– from where he constructed and retained houses in his own street, and on its
corners with High Street and Leicester Road. His exploits allowed him to retire as
a landed gentleman with independent means.63 The other comprised a widow – a
female entrepreneur who, rather than existing on her husband’s legacy, augmented
it astonishingly.

How this transition occurred in practice is illustrated by the 1873 Return of 
Owners of Land. We have to recapitulate here that the Return of 1873 related 
to all landowners with an acre of land or more. An acre of urban land was a 
considerable amount in an urbanising context. In Loughborough, 92 landowners 
possessed more than one acre of land. This number of owners considerably exceeded 
those in the other market towns in the county, apart from Melton. The second 
point is that the average amount of land held by each owner in Loughborough 
was much smaller than in the other small towns in Leicestershire. The contrast is 
particularly pronounced in comparison with Lutterworth, which was dominated 
by the Goodacre estate. The third indicator is the average value of an acre of land 
in Loughborough by comparison with the other market towns: considerably higher 
in Loughborough.64 

58 TNA HO107/595/9.
59 Pigot & Co.’s National Commercial Directory for 1828–9, p. 495.
60 ROLLR DE1834/93, pp. 6, 8, 18–19, 40, 44, 52, 60 (rate book, 1840).
61 ROLLR DE1834/105, pp. 6, 8, 9, 18–19, 44, 52, 53, 60.
62 ROLLR DE1834/113, pp. 9, 26, 41, 52, 57, 60, 85; DE1834/114, pp. 2 (executors), 9, 12, 19, 49, 52, 

66, 67.
63 E. W. Cooney, ‘The speculative builders and developers of Victorian London: a comment’, Victorian 

Studies 13 (1970), pp. 355–7.
64 Postles, ‘The Return of Owners of Land and the transformations of the 1870s’.



212     dave postles

The situation which evolved then is that in the early nineteenth century, 
landowning in Loughborough was transformed from the dominance of one 
aristocratic estate to a multitude of smaller landowners. The size of holdings was 
conducive for urban building, since the parcels of land were predominantly small 
and amenable for jobbing builders to develop. The value of this land for building 
was correspondingly high. Cross-checking the 1873 Return with the 1870 directory 
is not terribly productive. Most of the landowners in the Return are not included 
in the directory. Where we can identify the 1873 landowners in the 1870 directory, 
the landowners are almost exclusively listed in the ‘private residents’ section of the 
directory, although a small number of these ‘private residents’ are also duplicated in 
the commercial section. 

At the beginning of the First World War, therefore, Loughborough was 
characterised by ‘Ordinary Freehold’ tenure of its urban property.65 This situation 
had arisen because the major estate, the Huntingdon inheritance, had been dissolved 
by sale in the early nineteenth century, obviating the possibility of long leasehold 
and ground rents. The small developers of urban housing owned their property 
rather than leasing it for long terms (‘building leases’) from the landowner. These 
small developers did, of course, lease to their working-class tenants.

Here, we can return to Ian Keil’s question about continuity or change after the 
sale of the Hastings estate? Certainly, formative economic and social change had 
already commenced in Loughborough in the late eighteenth century. In that sense, 
there was continuity. On the other hand, much of the building infrastructure in 
the town was constructed within the traditional bounds of the built-up centre, 
through multiple-occupation and the division of existing housing stock. The 
extinction of the Hastings estate and its replacement by small lots facilitated 
the expansion of the built area with new housing and industrial development, 
breaking out of the stranglehold of the traditional centre. Now, it is possible 
that, had the Hastings estate remained intact, the family would have promoted 
that extension of the built-up area, as happened in, say, Edgbaston, Cardiff 
or Sheffield. On the other hand, the character of the development would have 
been more controlled by the dominant landlord. The disposal of the Hastings 
estates in lots for building was recognition by Rawdon-Hastings of the manner 
of maximising the proceeds of the sale, whilst also inadvertently enabling the 
piecemeal expansion of the town.

Loughborough was not completely devoid of larger landowners in 1873. 
Thomas Burton’s Charity maintained its estate of several hundred acres, although its 
holdings extended throughout north Leicestershire. Its estate of more than 347 acres 
was valued at more than £1,404 in gross estimated rental value. A principal arrival 
as landowner, however, was Henry Fearon, one legacy of whom is the recently 
restored Grade II-listed fountain in the Market Place, provided by Fearon for the 
piped water from Nanpantan. Fearon (1802–85) was presented to the rectory 
of Loughborough in 1848. From 1863 to 1884, he also acted as archdeacon of 

65 A[vner] Offer, Property and Politics 1870–1914: Landownership, Law and Urban Development in 
England (Cambridge, CUP, 1981), pp. 116–17 (Fig. 7.1; Loughborough is symbol 115).
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Leicester, from his rectory in Loughborough, where he died a year after resigning as 
archdeacon.66 Fearon’s lands amounted to 314a 0r and 21p, valued in terms of gross 
estimated rental at £1,085 12s 0d. These two landed accumulations represented 
the pinnacle of landowning in Loughborough, an apex far exceeding the average 
of other landowners. With less land, but still a considerable holding, E. W. C. 
Middleton possessed an estate of almost 192 acres, valued at more than £1,071. 
Edward William Cradock Middleton, esq., inhabited Shelthorpe, still predominantly 
rural, but the banking firm of Middleton, Cradock and Middleton was situated in 
the Market Place. A dozen other landowners owned 50 acres or more. 

After withdrawing from the company only five years after the Return of 1873, 
Cradock Middleton became insolvent, and his estate liquidated by arrangement or 
composition with his creditors. His creditors received only dividends.67 

The next phase in the provision of urban housing occurred outside the traditional 
boundary of the urban centre and involved the spatial expansion of the built-up area 
of the town, extending into the ‘Out Grounds’. Those processes will be examined 
in a subsequent paper. The construction of the ‘Paget Estate’ in the 1880s will be 
illustrative of the possibilities. In the 1873 Return, Frederick W. Paget possessed 
49a 3r 28p of land valued at £326 12s 0d and William B. Paget 73a 3r 28p at £408 
17s 0d. It is quite possible that the land deployed for this development consisted of 
the ‘Big Meadow’ and meadow adjacent to Regent Street in the rate book of 1848, 
allocated to W. Pagett.68 The first major expansion outside the traditional built-up 
area occurred on the Paget Estate, for working-class housing. The context of the 
Pagets, bankers and industrialists, will be explored in a subsequent paper on the 
spatial expansion of urban Loughborough.

The spatial development of the town in the late nineteenth century was, as in other 
urban locations, a response to population expansion and sanitary improvement. 
Between 1811 and 1831, the population almost doubled, as a consequence of 
local industrial development. There was, nonetheless, no commensurate spatial 
expansion. The increasing population was housed within the historical boundaries 
of the town. Between 1841 and 1861, population size remained stagnant, affected 
by poor sanitary conditions and attendant disease, including cholera in 1848. 
Demographic expansion thereafter resulted in a population, in 1891, two-thirds as 
large again as in 1861. Recognition of the necessity to improve the housing and 
sanitation for the working class and lower middle class engaged both central and 
local government.69 The consequence was the expansion of the town outside its 
traditional boundaries in the 1880s, affording better housing for the working class. 
This spatial development was facilitated by the availability of small plots of building 
land, no longer attached to a large aristocratic estate. Smaller and medium-sized 

66 Terence Y. Cocks, ‘The archdeacons of Leicester, 1092–1992’, TLAHS 67 (1993), pp. 40–1; W. 
Humphrey, Henry Fearon: A Maker of Modern Loughborough (Loughborough, Loughborough 
University, 1985), p. 10.

67 LG, Issue 24627, p. 5305; Issue 24704, p. 2642; Issue 25055, p. 37; Issue 25190, p. 350; Issue 25281, 
p. 5073 (1878–83).

68 ROLLR DE1834/125, p. 72.
69 S[imon] Szreter, Fertility, Class and Gender in Britain, 1860–1940 (Cambridge, CUP, 1996).
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landowners could engage small jobbing builders with limited capital to construct the 
extensive terraced cottages which had become requisite. 
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Loughborough, to examine the building and housing development in more detail 
from the census enumerators’ returns, and the Local Board of Health Plans Sub-
committeee minutes. That analysis will be presented in a subsequent paper. Another 
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