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RISK, EXIGENCY, AND  
MIGRATION IN LEICESTERSHIRE, 

c.1750–1846
Dave Postles

Hitherto, research into migration in the recent past has not integrated in a 
substantial manner the movements of small business people. The intention 
here is to examine the forced movement of a sector of this occupational status 
through indebtedness and insolvency. The concentration is on Leicestershire and 
Leicester, with supporting material from Nottinghamshire and Nottingham, 
as there existed an industrial connection (textiles). This purportedly ‘middling 
sort’ actually descended into the lower stratum of local society and, indeed, it is 
often difficult to differentiate them. Their basic distinguishing feature was their 
involvement in trading and the risk of failure. 

Anecdotally, some of the conditions of early nineteenth-century migration can be 
divined from (slightly) later imaginary or imaginative literature, such as Hardy’s 
novel, The Mayor of Casterbridge. Almost all the principal characters, male and 
female, have moved in their life-course, with contingent consequences. In the 
exposition, the narrator (with unusual uncertainty for an omniscient narrator) 
divulges the status of the man who was to occupy that magisterial office at the 
zenith of his careers.1 These opening events occurred before 1830. The young man, 
Michael Henchard, must be in his early 20s, for he had married out of exigency, he 
bemoans, at 18, and Susan, his wife, reflects on their limited number of years of co-
habitation (‘a couple of years’). The contemporary conditions of employment are 
difficult. Henchard regards himself as a skilled operator, although a hay trusser. He 
has firm belief in his ability to succeed as a hay merchant, aspiration suppressed by 
personal circumstance. The narrator implicitly concurs, describing Henchard not 
as a simple agricultural labourer, but somatically expressing his occupation of the 
‘skilled countryman as distinct from the desultory shamble of the general labourer’. 
Even so, the time is early- to mid-September and Henchard is out of employment, 
shambling with wife and child around the locality – the village of Weydon Priors, 
the market town of Fairfield – desperate for casual employment. Having made his 
fortune in the county borough of Casterbridge as an agricultural merchant, the end 
of his life, after further adverse contingent events, is again characterised by local 
migration as a furze cutter. In contrast, the Scot, Donald Farfrae, is a long-distance 
migrant, with evident skill, who also makes a success of agricultural retail.2

1 F. Kermode, Concerning E. M. Forster (London, 2009), pp. 10–12, 24–5; E. M. Forster, Aspects of the 
Novel (London, 2005 edn), pp. 81–4; T. Eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction (Minneapolis, 
MN, 2008 edn), p. 92 (‘external focalization’).

2 Thomas Hardy, The Mayor of Casterbridge. A Story of a Man of Character (Harper and Collins edn, 
New York and London, 1895), with the author’s reactions to recent comment.
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These incidences and lives, fictional though they are, illustrate some aspects of 
the inter-relationship of English capitalism and migration not only at the end of the 
nineteenth century (the author’s lifetime), but also the early decades of that century: 
risk and failure; the fine line between constancy of success and disruption; personal 
deracination in search of opportunity or as a consequence of business collapse; and 
the increasingly important sectoral growth of commerce and retail.

Migration is a constant in population history. Its existence has been adduced 
(partially) to explain a number of demographic and geographical features.3 
Intensely-localised migration patterns, it has been contended, were instrumental 
in the formation of ‘regions’ or pays and the perpetuation of local customs.4 One 
aspect of that migration was the formation of regions with an urban focus, at least 
from the seventeenth century and probably earlier.5 With economic development, 
changes in patterns of migration have been explored to elucidate the functioning 
of industrialisation in urban centres.6 Those migration patterns into industrialising 
towns exhibited at the micro-level the substantial demographic and economic 
forces which became transformational after 1861. These migration flows have been 
explored at the macro-level to reflect the effects of the transition from essentially 
rural to formative industrial society in England.7

Questions continue to be raised, however, 130 years after Ravenstein proposed 
his ‘laws’ or modes of migration. Principally, the issue of who was ‘at risk’ of 
migration has been substantially addressed, but not completely answered. This 
paper considers two aspects of risk combined: risk of business failure and ‘at risk’ 
of migration. The propensity to migrate is explored here in a different context. The 
analysis also considers a question raised many decades ago by Richard Lawton: 
how does migration really relate to the life-course (‘longitudinal study’)?8 In a sense, 
that issue returns to one of the propositions of Ravenstein: is the propensity to 
migrate higher among those who are already migrants?9 Such questions, as Lawton 
indicated, cannot be answered by recourse to static listings, like census returns.10 
Lawton illustrated this conundrum by reference to life (autobiographical) writing. 
Another elegant solution was explored by Colin Pooley and Jean Turnbull (and their 
collaborators) through genealogical reconstructions of family movements.11 Both 

3 In general, I. Whyte, Migration and Society in Britain, 1550–1830 (Basingstoke, 2000).
4 P. Claval, Regional Geography: An Introduction, trans. I. Thompson ((Oxford, 1998), pp. 138–42.
5 A. Everitt, ‘Country, county and town’, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 5th ser. 29 

(1979), pp. 79–108. Paradigmatic of the later development is G. Höppe and J. Langton, Peasantry 
to Capitalism: Western Östergötland in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, 1995); C. Pooley and J. 
Turnbull, Migration and Mobility in Britain since the 18th Century (London, 1998), pp. 14–19 for a 
concise description of distance and social group in migration studies.

6 M. Anderson, Family Structure in Nineteenth Century Lancashire (Oxford, 1971).
7 D. Baines, Migration in a Mature Economy: Emigration and Internal Migration in England and Wales 

1861–1900 (Cambridge, 2003).
8 Pooley and Turnbull, Migration and Mobility, pp. 3 (‘life-time residential histories’), 10 (‘longitudinal 

data’).
9 D. Grigg, ‘E. G. Ravenstein and the “laws of migration”’, in Time, Family and Community: 

Perspectives on Family and Community History ed. M. Drake (Oxford, 1994), pp. 147–64.
10 Lawton in a seminar paper, but now addressed by Pooley and Turnbull, Migration and Mobility.
11 Pooley and Turnbull, Migration and Mobility: comparative information is dispersed throughout their 

seminal work.
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those approaches have the benefit of capturing the lowest social groupings, although 
the sampling is very purposive. The advantage here is that the cohort considered, 
although self-selecting through entrepreneurial failure, comprehends the ‘middling 
sort’ which was becoming a fundamental social group in the early nineteenth century, 
but which still shaded down into the lower echelon of society.12 The fortunes of 
this new middle class or middling sort are dissected to illustrate the breadth of its 
composition, and that all was not stability and coherence. The discussion addresses, 
inter alia, the variable experience of the increasingly important retailers. Their life-
world is approached in terms of exigency as well as success. Although that exigency, 
the promoter of migration here, might have been a marginal event, its presence 
haunted the shopkeepers of England. In these febrile circumstances, the middling 
sort was not emulative of or aligned with the upper sort of society, nor did it consist 
of a coherent and cohesive entity, the second point, pace Wahrman, although his 
context is political consciousness.13

The source material consists of entries in the London Gazette for insolvencies.14 
These notices relate to petitions by prisoners for debt for release from gaols and to 
insolvency proceedings in public courts for debt. The prisons in question included 
the Fleet, as well as local public gaols, county and borough gaols for debtors. 

One of the recurrent problems of the data is the status of retail. In a multitude of 
instances, retail was adopted as a by-employment or additional opportunity, either 
temporarily or permanently. How to address these multiple trades is difficult. Hoppit 
selected the first-mentioned trade as the primary occupation.15 For the purpose here, 
any involvement in retailing has been considered. Hoppit concluded that ‘the food 
and drink sectors provided nearly 23 per cent of all bankruptcies’ in the eighteenth 
century.16 My proportion will be correspondingly higher as I include any involvement 
in retailing, not simply the first identified occupation. As significantly, people moved 
easily into and out of some lines of retailing, particularly but not exclusively sales of 
beer and liquor. 

Perhaps a small number of examples (from Leicestershire) will suffice to illustrate 
the issue. Edward Charlesworth of Leicester, who became insolvent in 1834, had 
a primary occupation as a framesmith, but also earned as a needle maker, with, 
presumably as sidelines, engagement in dealing in leeches, oatmeal, holland rushes, 
and bread and provisions.17 In his early career, John Moreton traded in Swinford 
as a grocer, provision dealer and coal retailer; he progressed to farmer, grazier, corn 
and coal dealer, and beer seller; subsequently, he added to those multiple enterprises 
victualler instead of beer seller, before business failure in 1841, perhaps because 

12 D. Wahrman, Imagining the Middle Class: The Political Representation of Class in Britain, c. 1780–
1840 (Cambridge, 1995), which reconsiders the discussions around languages of class and class 
consciousness.

13 E. P. Thompson, ‘Eighteenth century English society: Class struggle without class?’, Social History 3 
(1978), pp. 133–65.

14 For a concise consideration of bankruptcy as a ‘personal crisis’ necessitating migration, mainly in the 
late nineteenth century, Pooley and Turnbull, Migration and Mobility, pp. 259–61.

15 J. Hoppit, Risk and Failure in English Business 1700–1800 (Cambridge, 2002 edn, originally 1987), p. 
57, n. 2.

16 Hoppit, Risk and Failure, p. 87.
17 London Gazette (LG), Issue 19173, p. 1349.
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of his unsuccessful diversification into retail.18 William Atkinson of Hinckley, a 
small town, succeeded his father as a victualler, operating in the allied trades of 
wines and malt liquors, ale and tobacco, but diversifying into the roles of seedsman, 
florist, framesmith and farmer.19 Likewise, John Garner of Leicester graduated from 
journeyman hosier to hosier, but then managed the Blue Boar Inn in Southgate Street 
in Leicester, whilst resuming as a journeyman hosier.20 Among the small number 
of women insolvents, Elizabeth Goff continued the business of her late husband 
at the Unicorn Inn in Loughborough. She moved to Leicester in lodgings out of 
business, but soon afterwards acquired the management of the Wheat Sheaf Inn 
back in Loughborough, as a victualler and dealer in tobacco, before failure again, 
leaving her living out of business in adjacent Thorpe Acre.21 There was obviously 
some facility for her to move into and out of running these establishments. By way 
of example, William Lewin the younger set out as a plumber, glazier and painter, 
in Church Gate, Leicester. He added to this repertoire the management of the 
Princess Charlotte Inn in Oxford Street, with the appurtenant trades as victualler 
and dealer in spirituous liquors and tobacco. Subsequently, he acquired the running 
of the Hind Inn in London Road in the borough, whilst maintaining as his first-
named occupations plumber, glazier and painter. Out of business, he resided first in 
Southampton Street and then in lodgings in Pingle Street in 1844.22 Similarly, Henry 
Johnson commenced as a builder and bricklayer in Leicester, assumed the additional 
enterprise of grocer and provision dealer, then, still with primary occupations as 
builder and bricklayer, managed the Marquis of Granby in Sanvey Gate, but had 
returned to builder and bricklayer by the collapse of his business in 1841.23 Again, 
it is possible that this loss of focus through diversification into retailing contributed 
to his failure. In his case, moreover, we notice the internal migration within the 
borough, first as progress, scaling up and advancing, then as descent, to which we 
shall return. These examples of in-and-out trading as retailers could be multiplied 
and are probably an excessive number of examples already.

We should, however, extract and recapitulate some points. Firstly, considerations 
of economic activity by sector may have some margin of error for two reasons. People 
engaged in multiple ‘occupations’ simultaneously in this ‘economy of makeshifts’, 
in different sectors, whether primary, secondary or tertiary (and perhaps these are 
anachronisms), or exclusively agriculture, extractive, retail.24 They also moved in 
and out of different trades as some possibilities opened and others closed, in the 
latter case often unsecured debt in their current activity. To repeat again also, in 
some cases of multiple occupations, the boundary between poorer and middling sort 
is porous. Just to illustrate that last matter, James Wardle migrated from Nuthall 

18 LG, Issue 19998, p. 1850.
19 LG, Issue 20240, p. 2343.
20 LG, Issue 20620, p. 2527.
21 LG, Issue 19998, p. 1850.
22 LG, Issue 20329, p. 1117.
23 LG, Issue 20041, p. 2945.
24 O. Hufton, The Poor of Eighteenth-Century France (Oxford, 1974).
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(Nottinghamshire) to Coleorton (Leicestershire), both coalmining localities, in both 
places engaged as a shopkeeper and coalminer.25

Although only inferred, there seems little doubt that some at least of the 
migration, particularly over longer distances, was occasioned by attempted 
avoidance of creditors and/or the shame of confronting those creditors. The most 
explicit statement of this avoidance occurred in the middle of the eighteenth century 
before subsequent legislation alleviated (somewhat) the position of the insolvent 
debtor. For example, in May 1755 advantage was taken of the Act for the Relief 
of Insolvent Debtors by named ‘Fugitives for Debt’ who had migrated ‘beyond 
the Seas’, but subsequent to the statute surrendered to the keeper of King’s Bench 
Prison, including Robert Perks, formerly an excise officer of Sutton in Ashfield 
(Nottinghamshire) and Chipping Barnet (Hertfordshire).26 No doubt later insolvents 
intended by their movement to escape whatever debt they could, probably without 
success or, at least, to escape local stigmatisation. Thus Francis Harding, joiner 
and builder, of Leicester, migrated to Birkenhead where he operated as a retail beer 
seller, reflecting also the downward spiral of occupation before final failure.27 As an 
example of failure in retail resulting in migration, the grocer, provision dealer and 
common carrier of Woodford, Essex, John Emerson, travelled the long distance (over 
100 miles) to Belgrave, adjacent to Leicester, first out of business and employment 
and subsequently as a framework knitter.28

Locational characteristics

Data from two counties in the East Midlands are considered here: Leicestershire 
and Nottinghamshire. They are examined separately because, although both 
had economic traits in common, they also diverged in other respects. The focus 
is on Leicestershire and material for the more northern county elicited only 
for comparative purposes, particularly in the respective contexts of industrial 
involvement and retailing. In the former case, the justification is the similarity of 
industrial engagement, initially lacemaking which extended from Loughborough 
through north Leicestershire to Nottingham and its suburbs, and hosiery which 
had developed over a long timescale in both counties. The evidence for retail 
insolvency from Nottinghamshire provides further context for the Leicestershire 
incidence. 

Appropriately, Leicestershire contained characteristics of both the metaphorical 
North and South. Although large expanses of the county, especially in the south and 
east, exhibited the associated rural elements of the ‘South’, Leicester and some of 
the western and northern spaces had experienced (what was once termed) proto-
industrialisation during early-modern development.29 The paradigmatic formation 

25 LG, Issue 11677, p. 9 (1776).
26 LG, Issue 9478, p. 5.
27 LG, Issue 20667, p. 4702.
28 LG, Issue 19920, p. 2778.
29 Re-stated by H. Medick, ‘The proto-industrial family economy: the structural function of household 

and family during the transition from peasant society to industrial capitalism’, in Essays in Social 
History, vol. 2, ed. P. Thane and A. Sutcliffe (Oxford, 1986, repr. 2002), pp. 23–52; per contra,  
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was population expansion associated with framework knitting in Shepshed, although 
other locations underwent the same development of domestic industry and putting-
out.30 The domestic hosiery industry expanded rapidly between 1781 and 1811 from 
antecedent development in the late seventeenth century. After 1811, and particularly 
after the conclusion of war in 1815, a collapse ensued. By 1801, Leicester, the focus 
of the industry, contained more than 17,000 frames. In 1851, as evidenced in the  
census returns, the framework knitters were concentrated in Leicester, Hinckley, 
Shepshed, Loughborough and the Soar Valley, and in villages to the south of Leicester. 
The first steam-powered frames were introduced in Loughborough in 1839, but 
this motive power made little impact for some decades thereafter.31 By the 1870s 
this hosiery industry was being transformed and scaled up to factory production, 
introducing a new type of wealthy, industrial entrepreneur. At the same time, the 
residue of the prior domestic system continued. Similar processes were occurring in 
boot and shoe manufacture: from workshop to factory, but temporary co-existence. 
Elastic web manufacture was, however, new, largely confined to the borough, and 
factory-based.

The residual elements of domestic industry are evident in villages such as 
Countesthorpe, Ratby, Syston, Whetstone, Wigston Magna, Arnesby, Barwell and 
Burbage, alongside new village-based larger-scale production in Wigston Magna 
and Earl Shilton.32 Bag hosiers and framework knitters existed simultaneously as 
larger-scale hosiery concerns appeared in Wigston and Shilton. In Shepshed, in 1880, 
more than 20 bag hosiers still existed alongside the three manufacturing hosieries.33 
Small concerns existed in the borough, but increasingly large-scale production was 
beginning to eclipse distributed production. More than 130 hosiers in Leicester in 
1880 witnessed the future with the construction of Corah’s St Margaret’s works.34 
The smaller hosier concerns in Loughborough, of some long-standing, similarly 
encountered this change in 1871 with the opening of the new factory of Cartwright 
and Warner on Nottingham Road, reputedly at the time one of the largest in the 
Midlands, employing ‘several hundred hands’, although seemingly forced into 
liquidation in 1902 through the burden of its liabilities.35 In Hinckley, hosiery was 
becoming concentrated, with only 14 manufacturers.36 Before 1846, the industrial 
development of the county remained, however, principally based on hosiery, 

D. C. Coleman, ‘Proto-industrialization: a concept too many’, Economic History Review, 2nd series, 
36 (1983), pp. 435–48.

30 D. Levine, Family Formation in an Age of Nascent Capitalism (New York, 1977).
31 P. R. Mountfield, ‘The foundations of the modern industrial pattern’, in N. Pye, ed., Leicester and its 

Region (Leicester, 1972), pp. 364–7; L. A. Parker, ‘The hosiery industry’, in A History of the County 
of Leicester: Volume 3 (VCH Leics.) (1955), pp. 2–23.

32 Wright’s Commercial and General Directory (1880), pp. 279, 283, 284–6, 290, 310, 321, 340–1, 344.
33 Wright (1880), pp. 468–9.
34 ‘The City of Leicester: Hosiery manufacture’, in VCH Leics.: Volume 4, the City of Leicester (VCH 

Leics. IV), ed. R A McKinley (London, 1958), pp. 303–14. British History Online [http://www.
britishhistory.ac.uk/vch/leics/vol4/pp314–326, accessed 24 December 2016]; Wright (1880), pp.  
213–14.

35 Wright (1880), p. 379; LG, Issue 27417, p. 1909.
36 Wright (1880), pp. 353, 361.
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domestic industry and putting out, without any significant development of factory-
based industry.

Framework knitting expanded in Nottinghamshire also in the eighteenth century, 
although not quite at a level comparable with its southern neighbour. By the early 
nineteenth century, and particularly after 1815, some relative decline occurred in 
this essentially domestic-located industry. It remained technologically stagnant, to 
the extent that Church described it as a ‘backwards industry’ in contradistinction to 
the improvements in the machine lace industry (the ‘progressive industry’).37 Hosiery 
production was concentrated in two centres; the predominant one in Nottingham 
and its adjacent suburban parishes (Arnold, Basford, Radford and Sneinton in 
particular), the other focused on Sutton in Ashfield and Mansfield.38 Further 
concentration of ownership occurred between 1814 and 1844, but the technological 
and organisational aspects remained the same.39 Concomitantly, because the skills 
and technology base were similar, the lace industry developed precisely in the borough 
and its proximate parishes (including Lenton).40 Technological advance was more 
rapid in machine lace manufacturing, from hand, to warp, to bobbin. Consequential 
changes happened which affected entry into the industry and employment: higher 
capital requirements for the machine owners who rented out, patent restrictions 
and rapidly redundant equipment.41 Concentration thus progressed quite rapidly 
to 1831.42 Even so, large-scale factory production did not become established until 
after mid-century.43 These changes, with new competition in the quality market from 
northern France (Calais region) exacerbated fluctuations in trade and employment, 
producing the migration pattern of lacemakers described below.44 

Characteristics of insolvent migrants

Overall, between c.1750 and 1846, some 850 individuals who had been domiciled 
in Leicestershire, men and women, were registered as insolvent. Of these, comprising 
all occupational sectors, 344 were recorded as having moved place in the petition for 
insolvency. The proportion of movers is probably higher, as most frequently release 
from gaol did not record previous migrations. We can suspect then that at least a 
half of the insolvents had moved place. Over 340 of the 850 or so insolvents had 
some engagement in retailing, whether full-time single occupation, as one of several 
resources, or through dabbling in and out of retail through selling, for example, 
general provisions, bread and flour, ale, beer, malt liquor or tobacco. Retailers who 
moved place comprised at least 44 per cent of the cohort of about 340 (see further 
below).

37 R. Church, Economic and Social Change in a Midland Town: Victorian Nottingham, 1815–1900 
(London, 1966), pp. 26, 83.

38 Church, Economic and Social Change, pp. 26–57, esp. p. 32 (table III).
39 Church, Economic and Social Change, p. 36.
40 Church, Economic and Social Change, p. 68 (table V).
41 Church, Economic and Social Change, pp. 63, 67.
42 Church, Economic and Social Change, p. 68.
43 Church, Economic and Social Change, p. 83.
44 Church, Economic and Social Change, pp. 69, 93 (commercial crisis after 1826), 105 (‘insecurity’).
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For the other county (Nottinghamshire), the Gazette includes notices for just 
over 1,100 insolvents. Of these serious debtors, at least just under a half (about 45 
per cent) were recorded as having migrated before insolvency. Just under a third 
(N=314; 29 per cent) of all the Nottinghamshire insolvents had been engaged in 
retail at one time or another, although again this figure is likely to be a marginal 
under-estimate. Of these 314, 143 (46 per cent) had moved before insolvency. 

N of movements N of debtors % of all migrant 
insolvents

1 163 47.6

2 73 21.4

3 37 10.8

4 17 5.0

5 10 3.0

>5 11 3.2

Intra-Leicester 31 9.0

Total 344 100 

Table 1. Numbers of movements of migrating Leicestershire insolvents.

Almost half of the Leicestershire movers were involved in just a single recorded 
migration, from place A to place B (Table 1). Two movements were made by another 
21 per cent and three by another 10 per cent. Almost 70 per cent of these debtors 
thus moved to one or two other locations (‘step-wise’ migration).45 Insignificant 
numbers (less than 10 per cent) were constantly on the move between places. In 
many of these constant movements, the migration is explained by the status of 
commercial agent, or, in some cases of recurrent migration, hawkers.46

Although many of the lacemakers moved through the suburbs outside 
Nottingham, there was considerable internal movement within the borough. Just 
under 10 per cent of the migrating insolvents moved (exclusively) within the borough 
on several occasions. The figure is an under-estimate to the extent that numerous 
insolvents who had migrated into the borough then made a number of changes of 
address within Nottingham.47

The analysis of accumulated distance moved (Table 3) excludes those who 
moved internally within the boroughs of Nottingham and Leicester, and those who 
ventured overseas or over water (to the Channel Islands, Isle of Man, Belgium, 
France, Ireland, USA – all of whom returned). Although a considerable proportion 

45 Pooley and Turnbull, Migration and Mobility, p. 13 (‘stepwise’).
46 More exotically, perhaps, ‘comedians’: e.g. Benjamin Huggins, LG 18708, p. 1527 (1830); Louth-

Pontefract-Worksop-Mansfield-Barnsley-Gainsborough-Louth-Horncastle-Worksop-Barnsley-
Islington-Buxton-Glasgow-Greenock-Gainsborough-Worksop. No more comment will be directed to 
these unusual occupations.

47 For the conditions necessitating and facilitating movement, D. Englander, Landlord and Tenant in 
Urban Britain, 1838–1918 (Oxford, 1983).
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of this movement did not exceed 20 miles, a substantial element travelled between 
more than 20 and up to 150 miles.48

N of movements N of debtors % of all migrant 
insolvents

1 243 50

2 108 22

3 49 10

4 14 3

5 18 3

>5 13 3

Intra-Nottingham 45 9

Total 490 100

Table 2. Numbers of movements of migrating Nottinghamshire insolvents.

Accumulated distance 
moved (miles)

Notts. number (%) Leics. number (%)

<10 169 (39) 62(20)

11–20 59 (13.6) 67(21.6)

21–30 36 (8.3) 28(9)

31–40 20 (4.6) 19(6.1)

41–50 14(3.2) 13(4.2)

51–100 49 (11.3) 33(10.7)

101–50 41 (9.4) 51(16.5)

151–200 8 (1.8) 10(3.2)

201–50 10 (2.3) 3(1)

>251 28 (6.5) 24(7.7)

Total 434(100) 310(100)

Table 3. Accumulated distances moved by insolvents.

One characteristic of this migration was circular migration.49 Among insolvent 
migrants who moved to other locations, just more than 10 per cent (32) (Leics.) and 
just under 14 per cent (59) (Notts.) ultimately returned to their place of departure 

48 Compare Pooley and Turnbull, Migration and Mobility, p. 65 (table 3.4).
49 For ‘circular’ migration, P. Clark and D. Souden, ‘Introduction’, in Migration and Society in Early 

Modern England, ed. Clark and Souden (London, 1987), pp. 16–17, but their ‘circular’ migration is 
economically structural and persistent, not the consequence of misfortune.
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after moving. These numbers are under-estimates to the extent that some returned to 
places proximate to their departure point, but not that exact location. The inference 
can be made that their movements did not result in successful re-location and 
perhaps that their failure was fairly rapidly experienced. One explanation would be 
that the migrants did not have sufficient time to establish new support networks in 
their new localities, and were consequently compelled to return back to their origins 
to rely on kinship support.50 

Retail migrants

In 1843, Henry Green, out of business in Leicester, was declared insolvent. His 
commercial career had involved periods as a commercial traveller and warehouseman 
in Leicester, a licensed victualler and dealer in wines, spirits and tobacco at the 
Pump Tavern in the Bull Ring in Birmingham, out of business in the same place, 
then out of business in Leicester, followed by a time as a haberdasher and dyer’s 
agent in the same borough, succeeded by another stint out of business.51 Four years 
earlier, Edward Toone experienced the same disappointment. Established as a grocer 
and draper in the village of Markfield in north-west Leicestershire, he presumably 
encountered some difficulty, for he ventured some 22 miles to Lenton, just outside 
the borough of Nottingham, engaged as a lacemaker. He subsequently found 
employment as a journeyman grocer in Mansfield Road, Nottingham, but without 
financial success. By 1839 he was declared insolvent.52 These are the ‘middling sort’ 
migrants, generally failed retailers who, during their entrepreneurial existence, 
moved from place to place.

There are two immediate comparative contexts. Much of the discussion of 
retailing and distribution in the early industrial revolution has been constructed 
on those enterprises which were ostensibly stable and ‘successful’ (such as Thomas 
Turner), through their life writing or account books and/or on the provisioning of 
great households.53 How far can we assume that this sort of enterprise was typical 
or the norm? Secondly, there has been a huge concentration on the migrant poor, the 
unsettled and the ‘tramping artisan’.54 Was there another experience of migration 
which perhaps also resulted from desperation?

Some parameters must be defined. The ‘middling sort’ involved here comprise 
retailers and tradespeople. They do not pertain to Henry French’s ‘middle sort’, 

50 K. E. Campbell and B. A. Lee, ‘Sources of personal neighbor networks: social integration, need or 
time?’, Social Forces 70 (1992), pp. 1077–1100.

51 LG, Issue 20210, p. 1151.
52 LG, Issue 19750, p. 1382.
53 D. Vaisey, ed., The Diary of Thomas Turner 1754–1765 (Oxford, 1989); J. Stobart, Sugar and Spice: 

Grocers and Groceries in Provincial England, 1650–1830 (Oxford, 2012); Stobart and M. Rothery, 
Consumption and the Country House: Elite Spending and Identities in Georgian England (Oxford, 
2016); Stobart, ‘Gentlemen and shopkeepers: supplying the country house in eighteenth century 
England’, Economic History Review 2nd ser., 64 (2011), pp. 885–904.

54 Foe example only, H. R. Southall, ‘The tramping artisan revisits: labour mobility and economic distress 
in early Victorian England’, Economic History Review 2nd ser., 44 (1991), pp. 272–96; P. Fumerton, 
Unsettled: The Culture of Mobility and the Working Poor in Early Modern England (Chicago, IL, 
2006).
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those ‘chief inhabitants’, often in rural locations, who dominated local office 
holding and the tenure of land.55 They are cognate with Shani d’Cruze’s ‘middling 
sort’, although not exclusively urban.56 It is important to recognise the vast range 
of these trading enterprises, from substantial to petty traders, down to local village 
shopkeepers, grocers and butchers, who shaded off just above labouring people, and 
were, as will be illustrated below, vulnerable to falling into that lower category. The 
chronological span is determined by the earlier notices of insolvency in the London 
Gazette and the introduction of the County Courts in 1846. It has been argued that, 
although an institutional change, the County Courts did not immediately produce a 
transformation in the application of the law.57 The establishment of these regularised 
local courts provides, however, a convenient terminus ad quem in furnishing an 
alternative forum for dispute resolution about debt before decline into insolvency 
and, indeed, the administration of bankruptcy.58

These movements of migrant retailers are represented in Table 4, which tabulates 
the number of movements from first recorded place through other places before 
declaration of insolvency. The preponderant movement involved migration from 
first recorded place to one other place: one movement. That single move accounted 
for about a half of the retailers who moved. Another third moved to two or three 
other places. Moves to four or more other places were less frequent.

Intra-urban movements, within the borough of Leicester, composed about 10 per 
cent of the movements of migrant retailers, but higher in Nottingham. Those intra-
urban movements are particularly ambiguous since they might have constituted some 
form of ‘betterment’ migration in the sense of improvement through acquiring new 
opportunities and premises.59 These intra-urban migrations should also be placed 
within the context of the extent of retail in the borough. A draft for the 1831 census 
which has details of the occupations in Leicester and Loughborough, the largest 
and second towns in the county, provides an opportunity to place insolvencies and 
insolvent migrations into perspective. In 1831, Leicester contained 116 butchers, 
111 grocers, 212 publicans, innkeepers and beer retailers, 167 shopkeepers, 75 tea 
dealers, and 133 bakers, Loughborough 40, 39, 60, 10, none and 26 respectively.60 
The 15 internal migrant insolvents in Leicester thus represented 1.8 per cent of the 
borough’s retailers. Those proportions should be recollected in the discussion of 
migration of insolvents.

55 H. French, The Middle Sort of People in Provincial England 1600–1750 (Oxford, 2007).
56 S. d’Cruze, A Pleasing Prospect: Social Change and Urban Culture in Eighteenth-century Colchester 

(Hatfield, 2009); M. Hunt, The Middling Sort: Commerce, Gender, and the Family in England 1680–
1780 (Berkeley, CA, 1996).

57 M. Finn, The Character of Credit: Personal Debt in English Culture, 1740–1914 (Cambridge, 2003), 
pp. 237–8, 252–64.

58 P. Polden, A History of the County Court, 1846–1971 (Cambridge, 1999); M. Lester, Victorian 
Insolvency: Bankuptcy, Imprisonment for Debt, and Company Winding-up in Nineteenth-century 
England (Oxford, 1995).

59 Clark and Souden, ‘Introduction’, in Migration and Society, p. 31.
60 G. A. Chinnery, Records of the Borough of Leicester Volume VII (Leicester, 1974), pp. 506–9.
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Number of moves Leics. Notts

1 75 67

2 29 37

3 18 10

4 6 5

5 2 2

6 2 0

7 1 1

10 0 1

>10 0 1

Intra-urban 15 18

Total 148 139
Excluding overseas migrants

Table 4. Number of movements of migrant retailers.

The number of movements does not correlate with distance moved. Some 
migrant retailers who moved once nevertheless travelled over a longer distance 
than some who moved several times. The accumulated distances moved by migrant 
retailers is abstracted in Table 5.

Distance (miles) Leics. retailers Notts. retailers

<10 45 44

11–20 34 19

21–30 18 9

31–40 9 7

41–50 7 7

51–100 8 11

101–50 13 12

151–200 6 3

201–50 3 2

251–643 5 10

Total 148 124

Excluding overseas

Table 5. Accumulated distances of travel by migrating insolvent retailers.

The 45 who moved within a cumulative distance of less than ten miles includes 
the intra-urban movers in the borough of Leicester. Superficially, the distance of 
migration seems to be localised, as more than half of the movers did not travel more 
than 20 miles in their various movements. Such distances might still have involved 
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traversing several parishes. What is equally striking is the number of cumulative 
movements which exceeded 20 miles and, in some instances, very much more. 
This feature is represented in the mean cumulative distance of 55 miles (standard 
deviation 88.766), although the median cumulative distance was considerably lower 
at 19 miles (interquartile range 67.5). The significant characteristic seems, therefore, 
that these retailers who were compelled to migrate did so over much longer distances 
than the rest of the population.

Those mileages ostensibly derived in some few cases from the character of the 
trade. The extreme example is Abram Joseph, a clothes dealer, who ventured from 
Southwark to Coventry, from there to Sheffield, back south to Whitechapel, up again 
to Leicester, further to Nottingham, back to Leicester and down again to Middlesex, 
a total of more than 600 miles.61 Such journeying was an aberration, following a 
trade which depended on movement.

More frequent was a circular migration by which the movers ultimately returned 
to their first recorded place. A dozen individuals who engaged in retailing moved 
from a place to other parishes and even the metropolis, but by the time of insolvency 
had returned to their initial starting point. Most of these – seven – had become out 
of business when they re-settled, no doubt accommodated by kin.

As indicated above, at least 29 per cent of Nottinghamshire insolvents had 
experienced some time in retailing. This figure is again an approximation and a 
likely under-estimate. The sector encompassed 314 insolvents who engaged in 
trading at one stage or another. Just under half (46 per cent) of these retail insolvents 
had undertaken migration.

Insignificant numbers (less than 10 per cent) were constantly on the move 
between places. In many of these constant movements, the migration is explained 
by the status of commercial agent or, in some cases of recurrent migration, hawkers. 
At the lowest end of retailing, the participants merged into the lower social 
groups, particularly in hawking. That occupation necessarily involved movement, 
at different scales. Illustrative of this constant movement in hawking was Mark 
Ellis, declared insolvent in 1838, dealer in fancy goods and licensed hawker.62 
Ellis tramped through the Midlands, through Nottinghamshire, Lincolnshire, 
Leicestershire, Derbyshire, Warwickshire and Northamptonshire (see Fig. 1). His 
first residence is noticed as Wellington Street in Tuxford, in Nottinghamshire, to 
which he returned after venturing through more than 20 other habitations. Then he 
proceeded on through another dozen places, before returning to Wellington Street. 
In his difficulty in the time immediately before insolvency, he became an assistant 
to a licensed hawker, ‘travelling through various parts of England’, lodging for 
a time in a lodging house in Cleethorpes, out of business, then assumed to have 
‘no certain place of abode’, assistant again to another hawker, ‘travelling through 
various parts of England’.

The persistent problem of retailing, particularly general provisioning, dealing in 
flour and bread, and selling beer and ale, was that it was deceptively easy to intrude 

61 LG, Issue 19652, p. 1939.
62 LG, Issue 19634, p. 1578.
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into the trade. Capital requirements could be minimal for trading on the side. 
Unfortunately, the supply side was saturated and aggregate demand accordingly 
attenuated for new entrants.63 Indebtedness was a consequence of over-subscription. 

Migration of insolvent craftsmen

Some comparison about the propensity to move by category of occupation 
should be made. Craftsmen (who became insolvent) were almost as probable to 
move, about a third moving. This category consists of carpenters-joiners, tailors, 
shoemakers-cordwainers, clock and watchmakers, turners, painters-stainers, 
plumbers-glaziers and hairdressers. Excluded here are ‘construction’ trades; that 

63 For the vulnerability, Hoppit, Risk and Failure, pp. 92–6.

Fig. 1. The movements of Mark Ellis, hawker.
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is, essentially bricklayers and builders. Craftspeople too shade from middling to 
‘labour aristocracy’, skilled labour force, into ‘poor labouring’ men.64 

N of moves Leics. movers Notts. movers

1 21 48

2 17 10

3 2 4

4 3 1

5 1 2

6 0 1

7 1 1

Intra-urban 5 6

Table 6. Number of movements of Nottinghamshire insolvent craftspeople.

Insolvents engaged only in craft occupations in Leicestershire accounted for 18 
per cent (N=151) of the total number of insolvents in the county. About a third 
(50) moved before their financial difficulty, by comparison with the 44 per cent 
of insolvent retailers who had travelled. A higher degree of residential stability 
characterised the craft insolvents. Of the 50 who did depart, about 40 per cent 
made a single re-location. Amongst the higher number who moved more than once, 
however, 11 movements were circular and five intra-urban. 

Craftspeople comprised 21 per cent of the Nottinghamshire insolvents, compared 
with the third or so which engaged in retailing. Whist 46 per cent of insolvent 
retailers had migrated, a smaller proportion (32 per cent) of insolvent craftspeople 
had. The higher propensity of retailers to move was perhaps related to the relative 
capital costs and development of goodwill and in re-establishing a business. When 
they did migrate, those in craft occupations predominantly made one re-location. Of 
the 25 who made more than one movement, almost a half (13) effected a circular 
migration, returning to their place of origin. Several others ultimately arrived at a 
place not far from their original location. Another half dozen moved within the 
borough of Nottingham. By and large, then, Nottinghamshire craft insolvents 
tended to remain fixed in their location.

The re-location of capital and rebuilding a clientele no doubt acted as a 
commercial drag on the migration of craftspeople, although the numbers are small 
and thus perhaps not fully significant. The distances moved were accordingly 
circumscribed (Table 7). Eighteen from the two counties moved more than 100 
miles, but explicable by ten trying their fortune in or near London and some circular 
migration.

64 E. J. Hobsbawm, ‘The labour aristocracy in nineteenth-century Britain’, in his Labouring Men: Studies 
in the History of Labour (London, 1964), reinvigorated the concept which has been much debated 
since; Hobsbawm, ‘Artisan or labour aristocrat?’, Economic History Review 2nd ser., 37 (1984), pp. 
355–72. 
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Distance (miles) Leics. craftspeople Notts. craftspeople

<10 12 24

11–20 5 6

21–30 6 9

31–40 2 2

41–50 5 3

51–100 7 6

101– 8 10

Table 7. Distances of migration of insolvent craftspeople.

Industrial migrants

In another Leicestershire group, 30 framework knitters became insolvent, only 
four of whom moved. A slightly lower number of insolvents (26) were described as 
labourers, only four of whom moved in highly circumscribed patterns of migration. 
Propensity to move was thus highest amongst those insolvents who engaged in 
retailing, followed by craftsmen. Although all mostly travelled in localised patterns, 
more of the retailers decided or were compelled to move over longer distances. 

In Leicestershire, only ten lacemakers were declared insolvent, all except one 
from Loughborough (the other Quorn), with a linkage in three instances with 
Nottingham. Crucially, seven lace manufacturers became financially not viable, 
located in Mountsorrel, Quorn, Sileby and Loughborough, a thread along the lower 
Soar valley. These events represented the beginnings of the eclipse of lacemaking in 
the county.

One of the distinctive features of the Nottinghamshire insolvents is the 
concentration of lacemakers in and around Nottingham in the decades after 1815 
(Fig. 2). Approximately 11 per cent of insolvents had been engaged in lacemaking, 
excluding lace manufacturers, agents, and machine builders. Ostensibly, 42 per 
cent of these insolvent lacemakers remained domiciled in one place, either in the 
suburban parishes outside Nottingham (30 per cent) or in the borough itself (12 per 
cent). Another feature, however, was the migration through the suburban parishes 
around the borough, but not into Nottingham. Lacemakers who became unredeemed 
debtors thus travelled with their occupation through Sneinton, Bulwell, Basford, 
Radford and Lenton. These movers through the outlying parishes accounted for 
almost 21 per cent of the insolvent lacemakers. Whilst a small number migrated out 
of the borough to the same suburban parishes, 14 per cent moved from the adjacent 
parishes into the borough. The industry, at least for those unsuccessfully engaged, 
thus produced a particular migrational pattern.

That pattern was sustained by movement from lacemaking through other trades, 
illustrating that lacemaking was not always the lowest position. This movement 
through the suburban parishes and into and out of Nottingham was replicated by 
Edward Bishop, who succumbed to insolvency in 1841. Subsequent to his occupation 
in lacemaking in Sneinton, he became a retail beerseller in Arnold, but returned to 
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Sneinton out of business. He then established himself in the county borough again 
as a beerseller in Court Street, after which he advanced to a shopkeeper in Radford. 
Unsuccessful, he finished up in Milk Street in the borough, out of business again.65

What lacemaking also provided, however, was a recourse for those who failed in 
other businesses, competitive with moving into and out of retail, licensed victualling 
and beerselling. New, sometimes temporary, makers of the looped fabrics, derived 
from watchmaking, grocery, innkeeping and victualling. The technique of looped 
fabric making required diligence, but the capital outlay (especially for domestic 
industry in putting out) was low. Thus Edward John Toone, on a downward 
trajectory, moved from Markfield (Leicestershire), where he had engaged in grocery 
and drapery, to Lenton (Nottinghamshire) temporarily as a lacemaker, then to 
Mansfield Road in Nottingham as a journeyman grocer, probably intending to 
return to independent trading rather than insolvency.66 Another grocer, James 
Wheatley, journeyed 63 miles from Market Stainton, to become a lacemaker in 

65  LG, Issue 20031, p. 2644; 20032, pp. 2679–80.
66  LG, Issue 19750, p. 1382.

Fig. 2. Movement of lacemakers through suburban parishes around Nottingham.
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Radford. Noticeably, he did not enter the borough of Nottingham, but became 
domiciled in one of the lacemaking suburban parishes.67 In presumably even greater 
straits, George Cole moved from Coningsby and Newton in Lincolnshire, where he 
had been occupied as a farmer and schoolmaster, to Hounds Gate in Nottingham in 
a new venture as a publican, then to Mansfield Road in the borough as a lacemaker 
and private tutor.68 In his case, both licensed victualling and lacemaking provided a 
low-capital escape. 

Lace agents and lace manufacturers have been omitted above, mainly because 
they occurred in much smaller numbers and were less at risk of migration – but 
not exclusively so. Half a dozen lace manufacturers became insolvent, mostly in 
Nottingham, but a couple in Sneinton. The movements of Stephen Lee are instructive, 
illustrating a concatenation of factors.69 Declared insolvent in 1829, his recorded 
career had commenced as a victualler in the middle of Nottingham; engaged in the 
same trade, he migrated to Ilkeston in Derbyshire. Subsequently, he returned to 
Nottingham to engage in lacemaking, but moved south to Loughborough, at that time 
another locale of lacemaking. The linkage between Nottingham and Loughborough 
was structured on the common development of lacemaking at this time, before the 
smaller, latter urban place diverged into hosiery. Then he resumed his old haunt of 
Nottingham, where he entered into partnership with two companions as lacemakers 
and machine builders. The members of the partnership changed and expanded. 
His solvency was eroded after he established himself as a lace manufacturer and 
superintendent of lace machines in the suburban parish of Basford. 

Agricultural insolvency

Insolvency in agriculture in Leicestershire was not unusual in the agrarian 
vicissitudes of the early nineteenth century, accounting for about 14 per cent of all 
the insolvencies in the county, comprising mainly farmers, with some graziers and 
millers. A high proportion, 56 per cent (68 of 121), did not move. Of the 53 who 
did move, most were described as farmer, but their movements, as indicated below, 
were highly circumscribed. A dozen of these migrant farmers became out of business 
and another four declined in status to labourer. The long distance migrants belonged 
to the trades of cattle sales or horse dealing, which involved movement to and near 
London. 

The farmers, as might be expected, thus remained markedly stable geographically, 
with little opportunity for movement. Of the 53 who did migrate, 60 per cent made 
a single move and another 25 per cent only two. When they moved, most (57 per 
cent) were constrained within a distance of 20 miles seeking alternative opportunity. 
With the exception of the livestock dealers, insolvent farmers were the least likely to 
move and the most geographically limited.

67  LG, Issue 17969, p. 1801 (1823).
68  LG, Issue 18546, p. 221 (1839).
69  LG, Issue 18546, p. 221.
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Metropolis and migrations

The extent to which retailers were attracted to London for prospective improvement 
in position (‘betterment’ migration, in this case not fulfilled) differed by county (Table 
8, col. 2). For the purposes of this assessment, internal migration within the boroughs 
of Leicester and Nottingham is excluded. The analysis seeks to discover, further, the 
nature of the geographical network with the metropolis, so thus includes migration 
from London to the two counties (Table 8, col. 3) and also circular migration which 
involved London (Table 8, col. 4). The circular migration includes both those whose 
origins were in the provinces (i.e. from the two counties to London and return) and 
Londoners who left the City but eventually made their way back. In this context, the 
suburbs of the City are included: Southwark; Islington; Bermondsey; Paddington; 
Pentonville; any proximate location which allowed access to a metropolitan market. 
The percentage of movements which involved the City (Table 8, col. 4) is the more 
precise indicator of connections between metropolis and the provincial shires. The 
difference in proportions by county potentially reflects the limit of an information 
field and the boundary of the penetration of London’s influence in the East Midlands. 
That differentiation can be estimated further by the relative involvement of the two 
county boroughs in movements to the City. In Leicestershire, 15 of the 32 movers 
to London originated from the borough of Leicester, but from the county borough 
further North, Nottingham, a higher proportion, 13 of 22 movers to the City.  
Figs 3 and 4 illustrate the relative dispersion of places of origin of migrants to 
London, reflecting a wider distribution through Leicestershire. The caveat remains, 
however, that the numbers are small.

County To London From London Circular Total (% all movements)

Leics. 32 11 13 56 (18.1)

Notts. 22 11 8 41 (9.2)

Table 8. The relative attraction of the metropolis.

The character of the movers to London is also somewhat unrepresentative, since 
it includes a few clergy, soldiers, gentleman’s servants, attorneys and attorney’s clerk, 
gentleman, comedians, all of whose careers necessitated such movements. These 
migrants, however, contributed only a small subset of the total number of movers 
to the City. Predominant amongst the movers were those who had already engaged 
in or became commission agents, mainly in textiles, again movement dictated by 
their occupation. Several cabinet makers cum joiners and bricklayers ventured to 
the capital, probably presuming that the building development of the City promised 
more remunerative employment.70 The principal characteristic of the movers to 
London was, however, the diversity of their occupations.

70 D. J. Olsen, ‘House upon house’, in The Victorian City: Images and Reality, ed. H. J. Dyos and M. 
Woolf  (London, 1973), pp. 320–58.
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Gender and migration

As remarked above, the data about migration presented here are thus somewhat 
specific in terms of social group and the event causing movement. Even more 
limiting is their concentration on male movement. Merely 2 per cent of all the 
insolvents in the two counties were female. Only a dozen of all the unfortunate 
female insolvents (under a third) had migrated before the declaration of their 
insolvency, all located in Nottinghamshire. A good proportion of these financially 
embarrassed women had inherited the debts of their late husbands, about a quarter 
described as widow, some with and others without an occupational status. Under 
a half (five) of these insolvent widows had migrated. These numbers are so small 
that quantitative assessment (‘probabilistic regularities’) are impossible.71 Instead, 
some illustrative examples can be invoked. Firstly, the same downward spiral of 
occupation and movement is observable: movement from Radford to Duffield from 
existence as a widow and publican to out of business; migration from Dunham 
to Fledborough associated with loss of independence as a straw bonnet maker to 

71 J. H. Goldthorpe, Sociology as a Population Science (Cambridge, 2016), for this imperative.

Fig. 3. Origins of movers from Leicestershire to London.
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‘menial servant’; entering Nottingham from adjacent Sneinton as a consequence of 
loss of trade as a victualler to indigence out of business; and internal movement in 
the borough of Nottingham correlative with decline from a plaster manufacturer 
and dealer in cement to out of business.72 Those illustrations indicate that when 
these women migrated, the distances covered were shortish, but not confined to 
adjacent locations. Long-distance migration did also occur, however. The milliner 
and dressmaker, Eleanor Hoggan, trekked over 150 miles from South Shields to 
Newark where she was engaged as an assistant milliner and dressmaker, becoming 
insolvent in 1830.73 Although quantitatively inferior, the data about female insolvent 
migrants seem to replicate the broad outlines of male insolvent migration in terms 
of the varying patterns. Women insolvent migrants were, nonetheless, engaged in a 
much more restricted range of occupations, mostly concentrated in retailing, even 

72 LG, Issue 19552, p. 2716 (Ellen Coe, ‘menial servant’); Issue 19749, p. 1356 (Ann Veni, dealer in 
cement).

73 LG, Issue 18685, p. 1067 (court house at Nottingham).

Fig. 4. Origins of movers from Nottingham to Londoners.



204   dave postles

when that process had been the unfortunate legacy from their late husbands. To 
clarify, however, not all had demonstrably received these financial problems through 
marriage; there is no suggestion, for example, that the cheesemonger, Ann Allcroft, 
who moved from Gateford near Worksop to Sheffield, had ever been in partnership.74 
The third notice of her intended release from imprisonment in York Castle in 1772 
makes no mention of marital status.

CONCLUSIONS

There remain (at least) two inter-related contexts which should be addressed. Firstly, 
a transformation of the character of business and clientele in local courts for debt 
has been posited. By the early nineteenth century, these local fora had become the 
venue for indebtedness of the labouring poor rather than the middling sort. The 
concomitant result was a change in the attitude towards indebtedness. Whereas 
indebtedness had previously been approached through an ideology of credit as the 
necessary lubricant of the economy and insolvency as a misfortune, indebtedness 
now became stigmatised as the moral deficiency of the poor.75 The composition of 
the insolvents in our context did not alter significantly. Numbers of labouring poor 
were not introduced into the petitions for insolvency. The attitude towards insolvents 
was probably transformed, however, in alignment with a general supposition of 
delinquency in excessive indebtedness. The accumulation of unsecured debt beyond 
redemption incurred stigma. Incarceration for debt meant in most cases that the 
insolvent retailers when released were effectively paupers, subject to the shame of 
poverty. These retailers had forfeited their assets and livelihood, whilst their creditors 
had taken the hit of ‘haircuts’, reduced dividends and fractions of their entitlement. 
In such circumstances, migration of the insolvent became a necessary recourse. 

Although the numbers of insolvent migrants relative to the emergent middling 
sort and middle class was small, their composition illustrates several points: the 
existence of risk; the resultant exigency of migration to escape commercial shame; the 
shading of the middle sort down into labouring people; and the lack of homogeneity 
of the middle class, whatever its ideological unity. The migrations also reflect the 
difficulty of establishing new enterprise in unfamiliar locations, reflected in some 
continued movement and circular migration. The latter did not reflect success and 
return, but failure and reliance on support networks at home. To some extent too, 
the distances of migration were influenced by the character of the occupation, capital 
requirements and the economic impediments of re-establishing a business, reflected 
in the differences between retail and craft insolvents. Distance-decay impacted more 
in the context of migration to London from small-town and rural locations in the 
two counties.76

74 LG, Issue 11251, p. 6.
75 Finn, The Character of Credit, pp. 152–5; P. Johnson, ‘Class in Victorian England’, Past & Present 

141 (1993), pp. 147–69.
76 D. Gregory, ‘The friction of distance? Information circulation and the mails in early nineteenth-century 

England’, Journal of Historical Geography 13 (1987), pp. 130–54.
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THE IMPACT OF TOTAL WAR  
ON HINCKLEY

John Martin and Robert King 

 
 
The shift to total war, when mobilisation for the war effort became the 
overwhelming policy objective, imposed unprecedented levels of deprivation on 
the civilian population. Rather surprisingly, Britain, in general, and Hinckley in 
particular, did not suffer the social unrest which undermined the commitment 
to the war efforts in other countries. This article investigates why Hinckley, a 
market town in Leicestershire, continued to prosper during the war, and also the 
crucially important role played by the town’s leaders in enabling its inhabitants 
to avoid the deprivation and social unrest which became increasingly evident 
during the latter stages of the First World War.

The outbreak of military hostilities in August 1914 was not only widely regarded 
as a conflict which would be of short duration – over by Christmas – but, more 
importantly, simply fought on a greater scale than previous conflicts. By 1917, not 
only Britain but also the other countries involved in the conflict, it had become a total 
war the complete mobilisation of all resources, including policy and social systems, 
in an effort to bring it to a successful conclusion.  Both German and Russian civilian 
populations were forced to endure acute deprivations, which contributed to the 
ultimate downfall of their respective war efforts. In Russia, initially in Petrograd, 
riots led to the demise of the Tsarist regime and the withdrawal of the country from 
the war.1 Whilst in Germany, food shortages led to the ‘turnip winter’ of 1917 which 
effectively helped to undermine commitment to the war effort, and contribute to 
the country’s defeat.2 In comparison, Britain, in general, was relatively unscathed, 
although there were significant differences between one urban area and another in 
the way they were affected by the war. Local studies of particular cities during the 
war tend, however, to focus more on the mobilisation and experiences of volunteers 
and conscripts, rather than how the community dealt with the challenges of total 
war.3 

This article seeks to redress this omission by exploring its impact on Hinckley, 
a market town in Leicestershire, which managed to avoid the social unrest that 
arose in many industrial areas. In particular, it will explore the following themes 
and their relationship with Hinckley. These are: civilian leadership; a lowering of 
living standards, exacerbated by a rise in inflation; loss of life and prisoners-of-war; 
food and fuel rationing; and a breakdown in law and order. Additionally, it includes 

1 B. A. Engel, ‘Not by Bread Alone: Subsistence Riots in Russia during World War I’, The Journal of 
Modern History 69 (1997), p. 697.

2 Davis, B. Home Fires Burning:Food, Politics and Everyday Life in World War 1 Berlin, University of 
North Carolina Press, 2000); M. Healy, Vienna and the Fall of the Hapsburg Empire: Total Life and 
Everyday Life in World War I (CUP, 2004).

3 See, for example, S. Lomax, The Home Front, Sheffield in the First World War (Pen and Sword, 2014).
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comparisons with the way the commitment to total war affected the morale of the 
German population.

Britain entered the First World War with a certainty of victory, and a policy 
of laissez-faire which saw commercial enterprise able to conduct affairs free from 
government intervention. In explaining the initial reluctance of the government 
it is tempting to argue that this reflected Britain’s doctrinaire commitment to this 
philosophy. However, as David French has shown, the reasons are more complex. 
Prior to the First World War the prevailing view was that as the country would 
be protected by Dreadnoughts, there would be minimal disruption to the country’s 
trading relationships and, in turn, the impact on food supplies would only be 
slight.4 As the 1905 Royal Commission on Food confirmed, the expectation was 
that in any naval war both sides would adhere strictly to the principles outlined by 
Admiral Mahan, a United States Naval Officer.5 He argued persuasively that the 
combatants would not attack opponent merchant ships until they had annihilated 
the battle fleet of their enemies.6 The report noted Britain’s strategic weakness in 
her heavy reliance on imports for food and raw materials, and that the country 
would experience starvation and mass unemployment within a few weeks of war if 
the Royal Navy could not keep the seas open.7 Notwithstanding, it was considered 
that such an outcome for Britain was completely unthinkable, and if it occurred 
Britain would have lost the war, so there was no need to be concerned about the 
country’s dependence on imported food. The British were bolstered in this belief by 
the support of its Empire and dominions, which, it was assumed, would be able to 
continue providing goods and services to Britain.

However, Asquith’s Liberal government’s commitment to ‘business as usual’ was 
unable to cope with the problems arising from the indiscriminate enlistment of men 
into the Armed Forces, and the shortage of munitions on the Western Front. In an 
effort to maximise government support he formed a coalition in May 1915, but 
this government was unsuccessful and unpopular as the war continued to go badly. 
The press, in particular, blamed Asquith’s procrastination for the deadlock on the 
battlefields. This led to David Lloyd George, another Liberal, forming a coalition 
government in December 1916, and being appointed Prime Minister of the United 
Kingdom by King George V. From the outset, Lloyd George assumed total control 
in a way unthinkable to Asquith or his predecessors.8 He appointed a five-man War 
Cabinet to take major strategic decisions. Lloyd George created a new Cabinet 
Secretariat, based in nearby Whitehall, to act as a central organising machine.9 

According to conventional wisdom as Fig. 2 shows, it was Lloyd George’s 
ability to harness together successfully the interests of labour and capital, which 

4 D. French, British Economic and Strategic Planning, p. 51.
5 Report of the Royal Commission on Supply of Food and Raw materials in time of war (1905) p. 188.
6 The Influence of Sea Power Upon History, 1660–1783 (1890) and The Influence of Sea Power Upon 

the French Revolution and Empire, 1793–1812 (1892).
7 The Influence of Sea Power Upon History, 1660–1783 (1890) and The Influence of Sea Power Upon 

the French Revolution and Empire, 1793–1812 (1892).
8 M. Fry, ‘Political Change in Britain, August 1914 to December 1916: Lloyd George Replaces Asquith: 

The Issues Underlying the Drama.’ Historical Journal 31. (1988), pp. 609–27.
9 K. M. Burk, (ed.), War and the State: The Transformation of British Government 1914–1918 (1982).
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was instrumental in enabling the country to emerge victorious in the First World 
War. Contemporaries hailed him as the man who had won the war, and in 1918 the 
coalition won a huge majority. Praise of this degree fails to take into account the 
extent to which placing the economy and society on a total war footing led to unrest. 
By 1917, high prices, shortages, and social deprivation, which impacted mainly on 
the working classes, began to take its toll on commitment to the war effort. As 
Pitt noted, ‘by the end of 1917 the drab burdens which war had imposed upon the 
British at home had to a great extent damped their natural amiability’…but… ‘in 
the end they did not doubt they would win the war’.10 Pitt points out that there was 
an irrationality in the British optimistic view that was based on the fact that they 
had not suffered invasion for a thousand years.11 He offered no explanation as to 
how this trait was sustained, particularly at a local level.

10 B. Pitt, The Last Act, (1918), p. 35.
11 B. Pitt, The Last Act, (1918), p. 35–6.

Fig. 1. An early patriotic postcard depicting the Empire hurrying to the aid of the 
Mother Country (from the private collection of R. D. King).
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Industrial prosperity 

In terms of investigating the extent to which Hinckley was affected by the challenges 
imposed by total war, it is important to stress that the town itself was in an 
advantageous position during the conflict, thanks to its prosperity – which was 
based on the thriving hosiery and footwear industries. Prior to the war, the town’s 
boot and shoe industries had concentrated on the production of hard-wearing cloth, 
and heavy boots suitable for work people. Although it was not recognised at the 
time the divergence of local manufactured goods was to be of great significance. 
The nearby Nottingham area specialised in the manufacture of higher quality cloths 
for gentlemen’s suits and women’s evening gowns, and the Northampton area 
specialised in hand-crafted boots and shoes for the gentry and aristocracy. They 
were, therefore, slow to adjust their manufacturing methods to meet the rapidly 

Fig. 2. Punch cartoon showing Lloyd George ‘Delivering the goods’.
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increasing military requirements demanded by the British army for strong, hard-
wearing material used in the manufacture of military uniforms, webbing belts and 
boots.12 Hinckley factories were in a prime position to meet this wartime requirement 
and were awarded financially advantageous government contracts. Hinckley also 
had a large dyeing facility to support the hosiery producers, along with a large coal-
producing capacity from Leicestershire coalfields, to power the factory machines. 
On the outbreak of war the factory owners were in positions of authority, and were 
well-placed to influence the course of the town’s actions during the conflict.

Both the manufacturers and the shopfloor workers found themselves in an 
increasing advantageous position as the war dragged on. It is difficult to obtain 
accurate profitability figures for companies due to industrial confidentiality. However, 
an insight into the footwear industry can be gained from a study of the Leicester Co-
Operative Boot and Shoe manufacturing facility, as the result of the imposition of 
an excess profit duty. This was a tax introduced to counter the outcry that whilst 
men were fighting and dying, others, such as manufacturers of war materials, were 
making huge profits at their perceived expense. The duty was designed to tax the 
difference in profits made in a ‘normal’ trading year and during war time, and was 
originally set at 50 per cent in 1915, rising to 80 per cent of profits in 1918. 

Prosperity also extended towards the hosiery shopfloor workers by means of cost-
of-living increases, thinly disguised as war bonuses. In April 1915 the Hinckley and 
District Hosiery Union joined with the Trimmers’ Union and the Warehouseman’s 
Association to present to the Manufacturers’ Association a demand for a 20 per cent 
war bonus for both male and female workers. This demand was as a result of wages 
not keeping pace with rising prices, and resulted in a payment of 7.5 per cent for 
men and 5 per cent for women. The post-1916 period saw four war bonuses paid 
to local hosiery workers and demonstrates why wartime inflation did not impact on 
the Hinckley workforce to the same extent as in other industrial centres.13

12 The Hinckley Town Guide, p. 2.
13 R. Gurnham, The Hosiery Unions 1776–1976, p. 76.

Year Sales £ Profit/loss £ Comments

1914 (half year) 56,801 +1,255

1915 72,054 +2,040 (first 6 months)

1916 78,611 +5,534

1917 111,957 +11,125

1918 (half year) 65,497 +7,012* Excess profit duty

1919 154,265 +12,261

* Payment of Excess Profit Duty of £3,480.

Table 1. Sales and profits of the Leicester Co-Operative Boot and Shoe 
Manufacturing Society Ltd 1914–19.
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Date of award Bonus awarded

18 April 1917 2½d in the 1s to men earning up to 60s and women earning up to 30s

3 December 1917 3¾d in the 1s to men earning up to 50s and to women earning up to 25s

19 June 1918 5d in the 1s on all wages, to both men and women 

7 December 1918 6½d in the 1s on all wages, to both men and women

Table 2. War bonuses obtained by the Hosiery Unions in 1917 and 1918.

A crucial point is that it was only union members who were guaranteed these 
extra benefits. The ready availability of war-time contracts, allied to the wartime 
bonuses, saw an unprecedented growth in local trade union membership. Gurnham, 
quoting from the Hinckley Union Minutes of 4 February 1918, records that John 
Bailey, the Union Secretary, was able to inform the Hinckley Annual meeting that 
with two war bonuses awarded in the same year (1917), ‘the Hinckley Union had 
grown more rapidly during 1917 than in any previous year in the union’s history’.14 

Hinckley’s continued prosperity was in stark contrast to that of Blackburn, 
which relied as much on the cotton manufacturing trade as Hinckley did on 
hosiery manufacturing. When the historical phases of Hinckley are applied to 
Blackburn, there are distinct similarities. During the nineteenth century influential 
citizens came to the fore and like the Hinckley factory owners, their Blackburn 
counterparts built large mansions as a display of ostentatious consumption. There 
was a direct comparison between them in that factory owners in both towns built 
far enough from town to escape its squalor and fumes, but near enough to be able 
to deal with business.15 Hinckley and Blackburn now transferred hosiery and cotton 
manufacturing from peacetime to a wartime footing. The Blackburn cotton mills, 
unlike the Hinckley hosiery factories, could not adapt their machinery to large-
scale government production, as the looms, designed for the Indian trade, could 
only manufacture coarse cotton cloths and were not easily converted for alternative 
use.16 This failure to adapt resulted in widespread redundancies and subsistence 
allowances being paid by the government-appointed Cotton Control. Blackburn 
did receive some contracts for tents, bandages and aeroplane fabric, but these were 
relatively insubstantial. In August 1918 a general strike was called throughout the 
cotton manufacturing areas. The workers were out for a week, but were then forced 
to return to work with no improvements to their wages. Wilson quotes from the 
subsequent tribunal, held to investigate the stoppage which found ‘relatively to 
the cost of living the operatives are substantially worse off than before the war’.17 
This was in contrast to the Hinckley hosiery operatives who received cost-of-living 
bonuses during the conflict. These production environments were to continue 
throughout the war – desperately poor for the Lancashire cotton workers, and 
financially productive for the South Leicestershire hosiery workers. Hinckley had 

14 R. Gurnham, The Hosiery Unions 1776–1976, p. 77.
15 www.cottontown.org 
16 www.cottontown.org 
17 T. Wilson, The Myriad Faces of War, p. 657.
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practised a de facto system of voluntary rationing from the early days of the war in 
an effort to minimise the effect of food shortages; this was not the case in Blackburn. 
Here ‘there was a rise in food prices and housewives began stockpiling provisions, 
in case of future shortages’.18 Marwick argues that food was not necessarily in short 
supply in the large conurbations – it was a lack of money that prevented the poorer 
classes paying for the food that was available.19 As inflation rose, the only other 
possible strain on food supplies to the larger cities was, as in the case of London, the 
lack of railway transport.

LEADERSHIP

In terms of explaining the ability of Hinckley to avoid the deprivation and unrest 
which characterised many other areas, credit must be given to the civil leadership 
and actions of influential citizens and aid societies. These were instrumental in 
providing support to the less fortunate townspeople and for strengthening the 
resolve of the local population. At a town council meeting held on 24 July 1917, 
the following resolution was adopted: ‘That on this, the third Anniversary of the 
Declaration of a righteous war, this meeting of the Hinckley Urban District Council 
records its inflexible determination to continue to a victorious end the struggle in the 
maintenance of those ideals of Liberty and Justice, which are the common and sacred 
cause of the Allies.’20 The Central Committee of National Patriotic Organizations 
in London was to be notified of its ratification. There was willingness, almost 
amounting to a duty, to provide a firm direction to the wartime activities of the town. 
This continued to be accomplished through the Hinckley Urban District Council in 
conjunction with the District Relief Committee or one of its sub-committees..

Nationally, the challenge was particularly acute in terms of ensuring that the 
country was adequately fed. By early 1917, the Commissioners on Industrial Unrest 
reported that rising prices, exacerbated by the faulty distribution of available 
supplies, were sources of dangerous discontent. Indeed, in the spring the House of 
Commons was informed that the country only had three or possibly four weeks of 
supply of food available.21 As a result, each local authority was required to establish 
a Food Control Committee (FCC) in order to safeguard the interests of consumers.22 

In Hinckley the combined efforts of the FCC, along with the support of the 
other civic groups, was instrumental in promoting a voluntary system of coal and 
food rationing, initiatives which were particularly effective in preventing the unrest 
that prevailed in many other areas. As research by Karen Hunt has shown, unrest 
usually originated out of the experience of having to live in densely populated 
neighbourhoods, with the conflict being sparked by isolated examples of profiteering 
by butchers, bakers and other food retailers dealing in the essentials of everyday  

18 www.cottontown.org 
19 A. Marwick, The Deluge, p. 239.
20 The Leicester County Record Office File number DE3640/21. Hinckley Council Minutes, 3 April 

1917–1 April 1919.
21 W. Beveridge, British Food Control (London: Oxford University Press, 1928), p. 2; J. Burnett, Plenty 

and Want (London, 1966), p. 218.
22 The Times, 30 August 1917.
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life. 23 Monitoring and regulating what the food retailers in Hinckley were doing, and 
stressing the need for voluntary restraint on behalf of both retailers and consumers, 
enabled Hinckley to avoid food riots over the high price of potatoes, which took 
place in a number of other areas, including several towns in West Cumberland in 
early 1917, and the riots over high meat prices which prevailed in Spitalfields in the 
summer of 1917.24 

War savings, and the Hinckley War Savings Committees

Nothing highlights the affluence of Hinckley more than the War Savings’ collections. 
These were an example of a national initiative that required implementation at the 
local level. Marwick states that British governments had sought to raise money to 
meet the costs of war by borrowing from the public, but this was in itself divisive, 
as only those with unused capital were able to make finance available.25 War savings 
certificates first appeared in early 1916, achieving their greatest success in the last 
two years of the war. This was democracy in action as the certificates were available 
to all, to a maximum holding of 500 units. Conservatively put, the total investments 
for Hinckley were between £800,000 (£16,000,000 in today’s money) and £900,000 
(£18,000,000 in today’s money). Additionally, the committee established 27 Savings 
Associations.26 These figures show clearly that wealth was inherent within the town. 
This was not surprising, as the Hinckley hosiers’ and footwear manufacturers’ were 
in receipt of substantial government contracts, which in turn cascaded down to the 
shopfloor workers. What the final sums of money do not show is the distribution of 
that wealth. Whilst the manufacturers and workers were enjoying full order books 
and employment, there were others, such as war widows, who still remained in need 
of charitable relief. In Hinckley this was at least partly addressed by local initiatives, 
in particular the Ladies Visiting Committee, who found themselves in straightened 
circumstances. As the war ground on relentlessly, the burden of leadership continued 
to fall on the influential citizens serving on both the Town Council and the District 
Relief Committee to alleviate the worse effects of the distress.27 

23 K. Hunt, ‘The Politics of Food and Women’s Neighbourhood Activism in First World War Britain’. 
International Labor and Working Class History 77 (2010), p. 8.

24  A. Coles, ‘The Moral Economy of the Crowd: Some Twentieth Century Food Riots’, Journal of British 
Studies 18 (1978), pp. 157–76, J. Bush, Behind the Lines: East London Labour 1914–1919, (London 
1984) pp. 81–2. 

25 A. Marwick, The Deluge (Second Ed.), p. 169.
26 Leicestershire Records Office, File Number 1961. In a hand written report, dated 12 May 1922,  

Mr. G. E S.Coxhead, Honorary Secretary of the Hinckley Savings Committee, detailed its activities 
to Mr. A. S. Atkins. In a covering letter Mr. Coxhead stated that he had omitted certain details, for 
example no one individual Saving Association had been mentioned by name, as he was presenting a 
report on Hinckley as a whole. The report was his own work and was unauthenticated by a fellow 
member of the Savings Committee. He would, however, be submitting a copy of the report to them in 
the future, p. 3.

27 J. Martin and R. King, ‘The Emergence and Functioning of District Relief Committees during World 
War One: a Case Study of Hinckley’, LAHS 90 (2016).
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Prisoners-of-war

Morale was boosted by the entry of the United States into the war on 6 April 1917, 
with the advance of battlefield technology it would bring – foremost amongst which 
was the tank with its ability to break into well-entrenched German positions. These 
were coupled with the effectiveness of the Royal Naval distant blockade, which 
began to have a significant impact on Germany. In response, Germany launched 
a final massive assault on the Western Front in the Spring of 1918, causing the 
number of Hinckley prisoners to rise to 90. However, the high proportion of 
reserved occupations in the hosiery industry, which was producing uniform cloth 
and webbing belts for the military, meant that conscription was kept to the very 
minimum.28 Wilson aptly sums up the situation when he described the plight of 
the internees as being ‘near-starvation in a semi-starving nation’.29 This comment 
underlines the effectiveness of the Royal Naval blockade, in that the German nation 
was in little better physical condition than the prisoners-of-war. The local solution 
was to establish a sub-committee charged with raising the sum of £2,000 (equivalent 
to £165,000 in 2017), and once again the townspeople rallied round to help their 
own men. There was a ‘Prisoner of War Week’ held in July 1917, supported by 
manufacturers, shopkeepers and private individuals. Children gave up their sugar 
ration and donated it to the sub-committee for re-sale. A fête held on 13 July raised 
£500. The village of Burbage, adjacent to Hinckley, made its own contribution with 
a garden fete that raised £37. 

Law and order

Pitt argues that a breakdown in law and order could result from the loss of men to 
war and their replacement by women at work, who would have customarily enforced 
discipline within the home.30 Furthermore, civil infringements such as drunkenness 
could become a problem. It is contended that a primary cause of the breakdown of 
law and order could be the lack of employment, causing widespread dissatisfaction 
that could lead to strikes and industrial unrest. Before the war, Hinckley’s industries 
had experienced industrial unrest, which had led to the implementation of a formal 
disputes procedures, consisting of the establishment of arbitration boards to settle 
industrial disputes – leading to generally good relationships between management 
and workers. The commencement of war in that year was to bring significant 
improvements to local prosperity such as government contracts for military uniforms 
and boots, with work for women replacing men who were conscripted. Along 
with local coal miners, another reserved occupation, affluence was afforded to the 
majority of the town’s population who were working long hours with good pay; 
these were not the customary breeding grounds for industrial strikes and general 
dissatisfaction. This is borne out by a survey of the Hinckley Times, which does not 

28 See J. Martin and R. King, ‘The Derby Scheme and the Hinckley Local Military Service Tribunal’ 
LAHS 91 (2017).

29 T. Wilson, The Myriad Faces of War, p. 559.
30 B. Pitt, The Last Act, p. 36.
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reveal evidence of a breakdown in law within the community. Typical of the reports 
is the following from the edition of February 1917: ‘His Honour Judge Moore Cann 
was only occupied for a few minutes at Hinckley County Court on Monday. There 
were only sixteen cases, and several of these were dealt with by the Registrar (Mr. 
S.H.Pilgrim) His Honour went through the remaining judgement summonses in a 
few minutes. There were no cases of a contentious nature.’31 This was not a local 
Magistrates Court, but a County Court judge hearing cases. Whilst these are not 
itemised in detail, the very banality of the article gives the lie to any widespread 
disaffection. 

War weariness in Germany 

The foregoing analysis begs the question as to what effect the war was having on 
the German population as a whole. General histories of the Great War tend to focus 
on the entry of the United States of America into the conflict in 1917, bringing with 
it large numbers of fresh troops to the Western Front. The Royal Navy, the largest 
in the world, stopped and searched neutral vessels of all countries to prevent war 
material, and contraband, reaching Germany and its allies, and preventing food 
reaching its destination. 

The German military forces would soon understand that their relatives in their 
homeland would be suffering shortages and economic instability. In Germany, the 
winter of 1916–17, later known as the ‘Turnip Winter’, was exceptionally cold 
years in wartime Germany. The shortage of agricultural labour, compounded by 
a wet autumn, led to a disastrous potato harvest, and much of the produce that 
was shipped to German cities being affected by the cold. The loss of the potato 
crop forced the German population to subsist on turnips as an alternative. This 
effectively helped to undermine commitment to the war effort and contribute to the 
country’s defeat.32 

CONCLUSIONS

It is tempting, although rather disingenuous, to attribute Britain’s ability to cope 
with the impact of total war to Lloyd George’s coalition government. Such an 
interpretation pays scant regard to the experiences of different towns. In the case 
of Hinckley, the town derived immense benefits from the wartime prosperity of the 
local hosiery and footwear industries. These industries shielded Hinckley from the 
worst of war weariness resulting from engaging in total war. That they suffered the 
loss of their menfolk to military action is undeniable, but the town largely escaped 
the distress suffered by other localities. This case study demonstrates that to a large 
extent important government contracts ensured reserved occupation status. Strong 
leadership, secure employment, and war bonuses which offset rising prices, all went 

31 Hinckley Time, 10 February 1917.
32 B. Davis,. Home Fires Burning: Food, Politics and Everyday Life in World War 1 Berlin (University of 

North Carolina Press, 2000); M. Healy,Vienna, and the Fall of the Hapsburg Empire: Total Life and 
Everyday Life in World War I (CUP, 2004).
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towards preventing noticeable civilian unrest. The introduction of voluntary food 
rationing. and coal rationing, further demonstrate the impact of strong leadership. 
This situation was considerably more successful than in many other towns in Britain, 
and certainly those in Germany, where social unrest and disillusionment with the 
war were major causes of the Armistice of 1918.
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Reviews

David Rutland and Emma Ellis, Resolution – Two Brothers, a Nation in Crisis, a World 
at War, 480pp, 47 colour photographs, plus maps and drawings. Publisher: Head of 
Zeus, 2017. Available, price £30, from Belvoir Castle (www.belvoircastle.com).

To introduce this volume it is perhaps best first to say something about the authors. 
Emma Ellis is a maritime historian who has undertaken numerous sea voyages. 
David Rutland is the 11th Duke of Rutland, who as a child was fascinated by 
the portraits and souvenirs of his ancestors at Belvoir Castle, and especially Lord 
Robert Manners, Captain of HMS Resolution in the wars against France. The idea 
of learning more took seed in his mind at an early age, but only in 2012 was he able 
to begin serious research. He comments ‘my starting point was my own archives, 
and going behind the steel door every day reminded me of C.S.Lewis’s wardrobe as 
I entered a lost world, to dwell in the past and discover the lives of past generations 
through their letters and documents’.

The book follows the careers of Robert Manners (1758–82) and his elder brother 
Charles (1754–87). Both boys grew up in the shadow of their famous father, the 
military leader John Manners, Lord Granby (1721–70), who gained a European 
reputation by winning the battle of Warburg at the head of a furious cavalry charge.

Soon after the death of their mother in 1760 the two boys were sent off, aged 
just eight and five, to Eton. This was unusually young even for those times. The boys 
supported each other, becoming close friends for life, although their careers were 
always destined to be very different. 

Charles was heir to the Dukedom and its prospects of wealth and influence. After 
a spell at Cambridge he became MP for the University, and made a celebrated maiden 
speech in Parliament passionately supporting the rights of the American colonists 
to set their own taxes. This impressive start was not maintained and Charles did 
not for long sustain his presence in Parliament, although he often lent support to 
others at election times, and helped to launch the political career of William Pitt the 
Younger. He raised the ‘Rutland Regiment’ to take part in the continuing wars, but 
he was often tempted away from public life to enjoy the pleasures of horse racing at 
Newmarket and taking the waters at Scarborough.

As the second surviving son, Robert could not look forward to any of this. He 
had already decided to seek his fortune at sea. The eighteenth-century Royal Navy 
was in many ways a privateer force, with the crews of successful ships entitled to 
take a share of the profits of captured vessels. Fortunes might be made by one lucky 
victory, with most reward going to the more senior officers involved.

Robert Manners made his way to Plymouth at the age of 14, determined to 
rise to the rank of captain within the minimum period of six years. He started as a 
midshipman on one shilling a month, and embarked on a voyage across the wastes 
of the North Atlantic to Newfoundland. In the hard world of sailing warships he 
learned his trade. He was pushy and ambitious, but must also have had a good deal 
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of ability. He served in several ships, including the ‘Victory’ – a generation before 
Nelson made her world-famous. 

By 1780 he was 1st lieutenant on the Alcide, which was involved in the successful 
Battle of St Vincent, and in the aftermath, at Gibraltar, Admiral Rodney made him 
captain of the 74-gun ‘Resolution’. The potential for a magnificent future opened 
up for him, taking his chances with the perils and prizes of the Atlantic and the 
Caribbean, in battle with the French, Spanish, Americans and Dutch.

There are two particularly interesting historical aspects to this story. One is the 
profusion of records which survive for the Navy, vividly recalling daily life on many 
ships, including the food eaten and the weather each day. The other is the number 
of East Midlands landowning families who had representatives either in the fleet or 
in the government of the day, or in the opposition holding it to account. The cast of 
characters ranges all the way from Charles and Robert’s great uncle, the Lord Chief 
Justice, Lord Mansfield, to Joe Hutchinson, a gardener from Belvoir Castle who 
served with the Rutland Regiment in the Caribbean and against the odds survived 
to return home. 

The wars with France rumbled on for three more decades, and Lord Granby, 
Lord Robert Manners and their contemporaries were largely eclipsed in the public 
memory by Nelson, Wellington and their compatriots in the even more desperate 
campaigns against Napoleon. Nevertheless (and without giving away more of the 
story) there is to this day a splendid memorial to Robert in Westminster Abbey. His 
brother Charles took on the onerous role of Viceroy of Ireland, where he died in 
1787, aged still only 33.

This book achieves the difficult task of being a sensitive double biography, 
a well-referenced work of history and a thundering good read. The authors are 
to be congratulated. The book is beautifully printed and bound, with 47 colour 
photographs which are mainly portraits of the numerous protagonists, four helpful 
maps, and additional black and white illustrations.

The Duchess of Rutland and Jane Pruden, Capability Brown & Belvoir – Discovering 
a Lost Landscape, 226pp, 310 colour photos and a map. Publisher: Nick McCann 
Associates, 2015. Price £35, available from Belvoir Castle (www.belvoircastle.com).

When Charles Manners became the 4th Duke of Rutland in 1779, on the death 
of his elderly grandfather, he plunged enthusiastically into the expensive activities 
considered customary for one of his high status. Politics and horse racing occupied 
much of his time, although he also collected fine paintings, and in 1789 he 
commissioned Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown to re-design the somewhat dilapidated 
Belvoir Castle and surround it with magnificent landscaped parkland in the 
contemporary fashion. Unfortunately, the finances of the family estates were in no 
condition to pay for all this planned extravagance. In 1782 the great landscaper 
wrote wistfully ‘Brown grows very old, and nothing done towards the ornament of 
the Castle. Since it is denied to us to live long, let us do something to show we have 
lived’. In the event, the Duke left Belvoir, having accepted the post of Viceroy of 
Ireland. He took to claret and other excesses, dying in Dublin in 1787, aged only 33.

The 5th Duke was only six years old when he inherited his title, and during his 



reviews      219

minority his guardians repaired the family fortunes with great success. The estate 
also benefited considerably from the prize money won by his late uncle, Captain 
Robert Manners, of HMS Resolution. 

In 1799 the Duke married Elizabeth Howard, daughter of the Earl of Carlisle, who 
arrived in Leicestershire resolving to bring Belvoir up to something of the standard 
of her childhood home at Castle Howard. Over the next 26 years the Duke and 
Duchess completely remodelled the castle, its gardens and parkland, incorporating 
some of Capability Brown’s ideas and creating one of the grandest British houses 
of this most magnificent age in our history. The castle has passed through the years 
since then with little apparent change, but the gardens, particularly those further 
from the house, were gradually lost in increasing dense woodland.

This volume tells the story of how the castle’s archivist rediscovered the 
Capability Brown plans and correspondence a few years ago, leading to the idea of 
doing something to celebrate the 300th anniversary in 2016 of Brown’s birth.

In 2013 work began to clear back the encroaching vegetation and reveal the 
structure of these wonderful gardens, prior to creating several long-distance paths 
to allow visitors to explore them at leisure. The present Duchess has led a process 
of restoration of many garden features, including follies, grottoes, bark and moss 
summerhouses, and miles of sinuous paths giving access to these features and leading 
away to far-flung parts of the estate

The book is a perfect partner to this process, telling the stories of the creation 
of the gardens and their rediscovery. The many different areas of the gardens, and 
the numerous garden buildings, are covered in turn and illustrated with beautiful 
photographs, including details from the late eighteenth-century plans.

This story began with the rather profligate 4th Duke, and it is ironic to note that 
the progress of restoration has been aided by his legacy. Amongst his extravagances 
was the purchase of the Poussin paintings of the Seven Sacraments, which, after 
much persistence, he managed to buy from their owner in Italy. One of the paintings 
was recently sold to the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge (where three others are 
on long-term loan), and the money raised has been put back into the project to 
conserve and renew the gardens at Belvoir.

This volume is persuasively written, and beautifully designed and illustrated. 
It contains a lot of historical information about this corner of Leicestershire, and 
deserves a place in the library of anyone with a love of the county and its heritage. 
It forms a worthy companion to the same authors’ Belvoir Castle – 1000 years of 
Family, Art and Architecture, published in 2007, which gives a history of the Lords 
of Belvoir, and a comprehensive guided tour of the castle and its treasures.

Robert F. Hartley

Pamela J. Fisher, Buckminster and Sewstern, The Victoria County History of 
Leicestershire, 2017, x +127pp, 28 b/w illus., paperback, ISBN 978 1 909646 69 8, 
£11.95 (incl. p&p). 

The villages of Buckminster and Sewstern, in the north-east of Leicestershire, 
were established before the Domesday Book, and although they make up a single 
parish have over the past 1,000 years developed different characters; a fact in some 
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way borne out by the tensions that over the centuries have existed between the 
populations of these two settlements.

Buckminster, whose name suggests that it was once the site of an important church 
(for which the author admits there is no archaeological or documentary evidence), 
was an agricultural village until the end of the eighteenth century, when the owner 
Sir William Manners enlarged the small park, built a mansion – Buckminster Hall – 
and began to create an estate village. His successors, the earls of Dysart, built homes 
for the estate workers and embarked on a programme of village improvements. The 
descendants of these enlightened lords of the manor, the Tollemache family, still own 
all the land, homes and commercial properties in the village. By contrast, Sewstern, 
about a mile away, had a more commercial character: inhabitants, taking advantage 
of the traffic – of man and beast – along the nearby Sewstern Lane, pursued 
numerous trades, alongside a little farming, from the fourteenth to the nineteenth 
century, when the coming of the railway reduced the importance of the highway for 
the transportation of livestock. Thereafter, Sewstern became a rural backwater with 
little employment outside agriculture, apart from the quarrying of the ironstone 
deposits that straddled the Leicestershire/Lincolnshire border.

The fact that the villages developed differently probably explains the tensions 
between the two communities that surfaced from time to time. In 1550, at the 
height of the Protestant Reformation, Buckminster’s residents sought to make it 
clear that they had not been party to the decision to sell the bell from Sewstern’s 
medieval chapel without the king’s licence. That there were separate charities for 
the poor in the two villages suggests that residents identified with village rather 
than parish. Over the years, separate poor rates were raised and separate friendly 
societies established, and the villages, briefly, even had their own cricket and football 
teams. In the wake of the Local Government Act of 1894, Sewstern, which for civil 
administrative purposes had been a separate parish since 1866, chose to have its 
own parish council rather than combine with Buckminster – a situation that was to 
continue until the 1930s.

Outside forces could also disturb the peace of the parish. In the difficult 
economic situation following the Napoleonic Wars, Lord Huntingtower (as Sir 
William Manners had become in 1821) found work for more than 500 mainly Irish 
labourers (possibly from his wife’s family’s Cork estate) in the Buckminster area in 
1828–29. They were to be accommodated in a village of some 400 souls. As the 
author says: ‘The combination of a high proportion of single men, overcrowded 
houses, less work for local people and religious and cultural differences created 
a tinderbox. Inflamed tempers led to the shooting of an Irishman in 1828, a riot 
against the Irish in 1829 said to involve 100 local people, and several lesser acts of 
violence and vandalism.’ This was, of course, the era of Catholic Emancipation and 
the beginning of the dismantling of the confessional (Anglican) state, so perhaps it 
is not so surprising that the febrile atmosphere in the country at large was to some 
extent mirrored at a local level. 

The author states in her introduction that when she started to research the 
book, she was surprised that so little had been written about Buckminster and 
Sewstern. Although it comes in the wake of publication of Parish Government in 
a Leicestershire Village: The Buckminster Town Book 1665–1767 and Constable’s 
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Book 1755–1813, edited by Alan Fox (2015) (review, Transactions, vol. 89, 2015), 
the present work certainly corrects this omission. Starting at 1066, the volume 
covers the history of the parish right up until the present day – from the open field 
system of farming to the arrival of Broadband in 2010. It includes sections on land 
ownership, economic history, social history, religious history and local government, 
and is copiously illustrated and includes eight maps. It also provides a useful 
glossary. It is part of the Victoria County History series of paperback parish and 
urban studies, which aims to inspire readers to get involved with the VCH ventures 
in their own localities, and is a worthy contribution to the series. 

Peter Walker


