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INTRODUCTION AND


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


In 1906, when Rupert Brooke wrote ‘History repeats itself; historians repeat each other’, he probably had his tongue in his cheek. But anyone writing the history of Leeds is bound to mention 1626 when Leeds was given its first royal charter, or 1858 when Queen Victoria opened the new Town Hall. A Leeds historian is bound to repeat what previous historians have said. True a historian will always try to unearth new facts even if it is nothing more earth-shattering than that James Henry of Leeds patented the first flat-bed mouse-trap with spring-activated neck-breaker in 1909!


Historians must decide from which point of view they are writing history, bearing in mind what A.J.P. Taylor said in his Politicians, Socialism and Historians (1980): ‘When I write history I have no loyalty except to historical truth as I see it.’ When I write a history of Leeds I have to admit I do so from the point of view of someone who was born in the town, was educated there, spent my professional life in the city and am enjoying my retirement living within half a mile of where I was born. When I write about Leeds, in some ways I write of my own family. The wool textile industry was the bedrock of the Leeds economy: my great-grandfather helped build the local mills in the 1840s, my aunt wove khaki cloth for the Boer War in a West Leeds mill in the 1890s. For centuries coal-mining was another vital part of that local economy: my maternal grandfather was a Leeds miner. When Edward VII and Queen Alexandra drove round City Square on their way to the university my paternal grandfather watched them. When wounded German prisoners were held in Leeds Infirmary my father was one of the Leeds Home Guard supervising them. Like many other Leeds headteachers, when the Yorkshire Ripper presented such a dangerous threat, I was forced to suspend after-school activities as a precaution.


For me it would be easy to approach the history of the city from a rather parochial point of view; but the history of Leeds is a microcosm of the history of Britain. No-one writing a history of the city can ignore the Norman Conquest and the ultimate devastation it brought to Leeds and its surrounding villages in the shape of the Harrying of the North. When the Black Death struck Britain, the people of Leeds suffered. When civil war tore the nation apart, Briggate echoed to the thunder of cannon, the crack of muskets and the clash of swords. When the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century wars with America and France disrupted trade, hundreds of Leeds people starved as a result. When the First World War took its toll, the young men of Leeds paid the price, and nowhere more emphatically than on that bloody first day of the Battle of the Somme. So a history of Leeds must inevitably be painted against a background of British history; to do less is to deny the city’s part in that great story.


Inevitably in writing a history such as this I have been fortunate in the help I have been given, and none more so than from the Thoresby Society, which has kindly given me full access to their extensive archive and library. I am also grateful to have received the permission of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II for the use of material from Queen Victoria’s diary, to both Armley Local History Society and the Wortley Local History Group, the Leeds Library, the Brotherton Library at the University of Leeds, Special Collections at the University of Leeds, the Leeds Local and Family History Library, Armley Library and the West Yorkshire Archive Service. Various individuals have given me help and advice, including Ann Alexander, Colin Broadbent, Steven Burt, Ann Clark, Don Cole, Janet Douglas, Geoffrey Forster, Sheila Gaunt, Kevin Grady, Michael Meadowcroft, Greta and Peter Meredith, Margaret Pullan, Mick Rainford, Alan and Pat Scott, and Andrew Thornton and Katy Thornton. Needless to say any mistakes in this work are mine and mine alone.


I have tried to use a variety of visual material including photographs, line drawings, prints, paintings, maps and even cartoons. The illustrations are mainly taken from the archive of the Thoresby Society, to whom I am most grateful, as I am to the Yorkshire Evening Post for permission to use Thack’s cartoon. Other illustrations are from the Wortley Society and my own collection. Some maps I have specifically created for this book, and photographs I have specifically taken. Others I have used are inevitably old, and I must thank Brian Chippendale for his expertise in helping to enhance them and make them more usable.


Finally, I must once again thank my wife, June, and our family for their support, encouragement and sense of humour while I was writing this.


Leeds 2013




one


A PLACE CALLED LOIDIS


Leeds: the fastest growing city in the United Kingdom. It is a metropolitan borough in West Yorkshire that sprawls across the landscape from Otley in the north-west to Rothwell in the south-east; from Wetherby in the north-east to Morley and Pudsey in the south-west. By 2011 its population was estimated to be 726,090. It is the cultural heart of the region and the largest centre for business, legal services and financial activities outside London.


But it was not always so. The reason why it grew as it did, and where it did, begins hundreds of thousands of years ago, long before people settled in the valley of the slow-moving waters of the river Aire or inhabited the rolling hills around it.


There was a point in the valley of the river Aire where, at times, its waters could be forded. That crossing would see the birth of what was to become one of Europe’s greatest cities. The Aire is the very lifeline of Leeds, for without it there would have been no city. From the earliest times it has flowed south-east from the bleak, inhospitable Pennines. Ever eastwards, it makes its meandering way to the Humber and the sea. At some time in the future it would provide a ready-made waterway to transport goods from the burgeoning town’s industries. In that same valley other smaller streams or becks flowed into it. To the north they passed over layers of millstone grit, which softened and purified the water and which in the distant future would be ideal for its use in the fledgling woollen industry that would eventually develop here.1 From the south the waters flowed over layers of sandstone and shale, water-bearing rocks which millennia ahead would provide invaluable water supplies when the Aire became polluted and the population grew.


Lurking beneath the surface of the land lay the wealth of the future. To the north of the river were great deposits of millstone grit, stone that in the centuries ahead would provide the material for the great buildings of the city such as Kirkstall Abbey, the Town Hall, the Corn Exchange and Holy Trinity church.2 To the south great carboniferous coal measures lay dormant, ready to be used in some future age to fuel the furnaces, power the mills and factories and heat the countless homes of the men and women who would inhabit the area.


It was a place where in the past great glaciers had swept across the frozen landscape during the various Ice Ages. Then in the last interglacial period, about 120,000 years ago when a warmer climate prevailed, hippopotami wallowed in the river Aire, herds of auroch – wild oxen (now extinct) – roamed across the hillsides, and elephants trundled their way over the landscape. About 12,000 years ago another ice age began, the Great Ice Age as it became known. Once again the area became an Arctic wilderness and mammoths roamed the valley of the Aire.3Over the years fossilised remains have been found in West Leeds of an auroch and a mammoth, at Thwaite Mills the tusk of another mammoth was discovered, at Kirkstall the antlers of a red deer were found, and the famous Armley Hippo was unearthed in a field at Wortley in 1852.


Eventually the climate warmed and the valley and its surrounding hills became first a wilderness of sparse tundra, then pine and hazel trees dotted the scene. Later still a dense sprawl of oak and elm trees, of ash and birch flourished. Great tracks of boggy swamp and marsh broke up the heavily forested countryside. ‘Carr’ originally meant ‘a boggy place’, and even today the names Hunslet Carr, Sheepscar and Carr Crofts are echoes of that time.


But what of people? Excavations by the East Leeds History and Archaeology Society at Austhorpe Hall have unearthed a round barrow, or burial mound, which is believed to date back to between 2,500BC and 700BC, indicating possible occupation during the late Neolithic Age or the Bronze Age. It was about 2,000BC that the first real evidence of human beings in the Leeds area was found, and the city’s story really begins.
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The antlers of a red deer were found near the junction of Kirkstall Road and Kirkstall Lane in 1858. Both the remains of an auroch or wild ox and those of three hippopotami, two adults and a calf, were found at Wortley in 1852.


These people, known as the Beaker People from the pottery they buried with their dead, were a Bronze Age people. They cleared patches of land, domesticated cattle, sheep, goats and pigs, and grew wheat and barley; but all evidence of their thatched stone huts has long since disappeared. However, artefacts from their period have been found scattered across the area: a beaker was discovered at Tinshill in 1960, four palstaves or bronze chisels at Roundhay, socketed bronze axes both in Kirkstall Road and near Hunslet Moor, and a bronze dagger at Chapel Allerton.4 They were an industrious people, and as the times were relatively peaceful the Aire valley became a major trade route. Flat bronze axes and gold were transported east from Ireland, while jet from Whitby and amber from as far away as the Baltic were carried westwards.


By about 500BC a new people, the Celts, had arrived in Britain. It was the dawn of the Iron Age. These Celts were a warlike people who organised themselves into tribes. One of the most famous of these was the Iceni of Norfolk, who, under their feisty queen Boudicca (Boadicea), famously rose in revolt against the Roman invaders in AD61. The Parisi tribe dominated the East Yorkshire area, but the greatest of these Celtic tribes was the Brigantes, a federation of clans that occupied Brigantia, the land that stretched from what is today’s Derbyshire to Northumberland. The people of the Aire valley were part of that kingdom.


They cleared some of the woodland to grow crops of wheat, barley, oats, rye and flax, but predominantly they reared cattle, sheep, goats and pigs, and were famous horse traders. Some lived in the nine Brigantian towns with their capital Isurium Brigantum, known now as Aldbrough. The vast majority, however, were scattered across the landscape, occupying small isolated settlements and enduring a wetter, colder climate than today’s. Such a small cluster of farmers gathered in the Cookridge area. Their homes, circular stone huts with thatched roofs, were about 26ft in diameter. Rectangular walled enclosures provided safe havens for their animals. Remains of these settlements have been found off Iveson Rise and near the site of the old Cookridge Hospital. Here querns, used to hand grind corn, were discovered in 1908 and examples of their pottery in 1923. They were an artistic people, and a stone head discovered near Ireland Wood in 1954 suggests that they may have belonged to some mysterious Celtic cult.5


Tribal rivalries led to outbreaks of warfare, and steps had to be taken to guarantee some degree of safety. Defensive enclosures surrounded by ditches and palisades were constructed across the countryside. Both the people and their flocks gathered there for protection when danger threatened and there they remained until the menacing enemy withdrew. Archaeological discoveries show that around the Leeds area such defensive structures were erected at Barwick-in-Elmet, Chapel Allerton, Gipton and Temple Newsam. It has been suggested that Woodhouse Moor may also have been the site of such a stronghold, but any evidence of a structure there has long since disappeared. Certainly its elevated position would have provided an ideal defensive position, and it is possible that the name of the thoroughfare that still runs across it, Rampart Road, is an echo of those long-gone times.


But in AD43 their world would begin to change. That year Emperor Claudius launched the invasion of Britain and Roman legions arrived on these shores. Soon the newcomers’ presence was firmly established in the South, but in the North the invaders were happy to establish a diplomatic truce with the Brigantes and their Queen Cartimandua. However, discord grew between the Brigantian tribes. Civil war broke out, and the ensuing chaos was seen as a threat to the Roman occupying forces. In about AD71 the IXth Legion, the Hispana, under the command of Cerialis, was ordered to carry out the invasion of Brigantia and subjugate its peoples.


By AD74 the rebels had been routed and Cerialis was triumphant. Four years later the new governor, Agricola, set about consolidating the occupation. At Eboracum (York) a local legionary fortress had been established, and from there a series of roads were constructed across the region, linking a number of forts built to enforce Roman power in the area. One of these forts, on the Eboracum to Mancunium (Manchester) road, was known as Cambodunum. Historians have long speculated as to its site, some arguing forcibly that is was in Leeds, approximately where the West Yorkshire Playhouse now stands; while the historian, monk and scholar the Venerable Bede makes only the slightest spelling change when in his reference to Leeds, which he called Loidis, he refers to ‘the royal residence Campodunum’.


Evidence of Roman occupation of the Leeds area was discovered in 1819 when workmen clearing land just south of Leeds Bridge unearthed a ‘compact and hard trajectus’, which is believed to have been the remains of a Roman ford. Logically, at some point the Eboracum to Mancunium road would need to cross the river, and here at the ford would have been an ideal strategic site to build a fort to defend such a position. The arguments were further augmented by the fact that ‘Cambodunum’ means the ‘fort by the river bend’, and the river does bend not far away.6


Another of these roads ran from Eboracum, across a route north of Leeds, to Bremetennacum (Ribchester). It went through Calcaria (Tadcaster), Burgodunum (Adel) and Olicana (Ilkley). In 1966 the Yorkshire Archaeological Society excavated part of it at Adel between the A660 and the road to Bramhope. With regard to the Roman occupation, Adel is without question a site of some considerable archaeological importance, and excavations there have been carried out at different times from the 1930s. The earliest Leeds historian, the antiquarian Ralph Thoresby, wrote in 1715 that there was a Roman camp there ‘pretty entire’. Indeed, he acquired so much material from the site that he required two carts to transport his finds home. A century later Thomas Whitaker wrote of ‘A camp, from its form and dimensions, apparently Roman.’7
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Burgodunum or Adel was a major Roman site but archaeological discoveries have been made across the city indicating that there was a Roman presence in the area.


It was ideally situated as a military site, commanding, as it did, a position above the Aire and Wharfe valleys and from where the occupying auxiliary troops could easily observe the activities of the local inhabitants. Yet, though various Roman objects such as a tombstone, pottery, roof tiles, brooches, coins and coffins have been unearthed there, later academics could not agree whether a fort existed at Adel at all. The argument was finally settled in 1996 when the Department of Archaeological Science of Bradford University proved beyond doubt that a military camp had been built there, though it was not where Thoresby had thought.8 It was a classic playing-card-shaped fort with entrances on all four sides. To the west of the fort a vicus, a typical civilian settlement, also grew up.


In Leeds and its surrounding out-townships, however, though a Roman presence was obvious, no major discoveries have been made. Burials were unearthed at Chapel Allerton and Hunslet; coins have been recovered in Headingley, Osmondthorpe and Burmantofts; pottery has been found near the Headrow; and at Haw-Caster Rigg near Potternewton other evidence of Roman occupation has been unearthed.


At Farnley, James Wardell, the historian, claims there was a Roman site ‘of some importance’, but unfortunately it has long since disappeared. He also suggests that Street Lane was a Roman road leading to the Calcaria Burgodunum main highway.9 However, just a few miles east of Leeds at Dalton Parlours, near Wetherby, one of the major Roman sites in the country has been excavated. Here an extensive villa complete with hypocaust, or underfloor central heating system, mosaic floors and a bath-house was built in about AD200.


When the legions were finally recalled to Rome at the beginning of the fifth century, the threat of barbarian invasions became more and more apparent. As Britain was left to defend itself a series of independent kingdoms emerged across the country. One of them, Elmete, stretched from the river Humber to the foothills of the Pennines, and was by now a Christian kingdom. The Leeds area was part of it, and it is during this period that the first mention anywhere is made of Leeds. In his Ecclesiastical History of the English People of AD731, Bede refers to the ‘region of Loidis’, by which he meant Leeds and the area around it. It is possible that it was a subdivision of Elmete or even the capital, for Bede goes on: ‘A basilica was built at the royal residence of Campodunum; but this, together with all the buildings of the royal residence, was burned by the pagans who killed King Edwin, and later kings replaced this seat by another in the vicinity of Loidis. The stone altar of this church survived the fire, and is preserved in the monastery in Elmete Wood.’10


Now a new threat emerged from pagan Europe as hordes of Germanic tribes, the Angles, Saxons and Jutes, invaded the island. It was a slow process, probably beginning in the fourth century and lasting until the early years of the sixth. The Angles targeted the North, though eventually the whole kingdom would become known as ‘the land of the Angles’ – England. As a deterrent against the impending assaults, defensive earthworks were dug at Becca Banks, Woodhouse Moor Rein, near Aberford, and Grim’s Ditch, about 3 miles east of Leeds. It is also possible that the remains of the fortifications at Adel, which Ralph Thoresby had thought was the Roman fort, were built then. Slowly the invading Angles absorbed one kingdom after another. Elmete, and its capital at Barwick-in-Elmete, was the last outpost of Christianity to fall. Then in AD617 King Edwin absorbed the smaller kingdom into the more powerful Northumbria.


These were brutal and violent times, with the differing kingdoms frequently taking up arms against each other. It is Bede, again, who tells of the great battle fought on Sunday 15 November AD655 to the east of Leeds. An invading army of the pagan King of Mercia, Penda, moved into the area. According to Thoresby it was at Harehills where he gathered his force and engaged in a skirmish on Chapeltown Moor before encountering the army of King Oswy of Northumbria. They met somewhere near the Cock Beck, where it flows through the Seacroft and Stanks areas. The exact location of the bloody Battle of Winwaed is uncertain, but wherever it took place what followed was a brutal clash of armies.11


Weakened by desertions, Penda’s force was heavily defeated as it fought in driving rain and struggled against the swollen waters of the beck, which legend has it ran red with blood. Thirty of Penda’s leading generals were killed, as was his ally King Aethelwald of Deira. Penda also perished, and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle records triumphantly that ‘the Mercians became Christians’. So died the last of the great pagan kings of Britain. Oswy’s success was said by some to be his greatest military triumph; yet ironically it is Penda’s name that has been perpetuated today in the area, through place names such as Penda’s Way and Penda’s Walk.


For 150 years the people of Loidis carried on their lives relatively peacefully; then in AD785 the first of the Viking invaders arrived in Britain. Of actual Danish remains in the Leeds area none of any significance has ever been unearthed. Ralph Thoresby wrote of a ‘Danish fortification’ on Giant’s Hill at Armley, but later historians have suggested that the earthworks there may have been a motte-and-bailey or ringwork-and-bailey castle of later date. The ravages of the centuries have destroyed any remaining evidence.


Loidis had grown at a place where the river could be forded, and was the ideal spot for traders to meet and cross the Aire. Consequently it became the focal point for the villages around. Those villages, scattered across the landscape, included what later became known as the out-townships: Allerton, Armley, Beeston, Bramley, Farnley, Gipton, Headingley, Holbeck, Hunslet and Reestones, later known as Wortley.


Falling under the Danelaw, they were subjected to the Viking administration of the area. Yorkshire itself was divided into three parts known as ridings. Leeds was in the West Riding and remained so until 1974, when the area was renamed West Yorkshire to the annoyance of many locals. These ridings were subdivided into wapentakes, similar to the Saxon hundreds. Freemen gathered at the local wapentake to settle any disputes and punish crimes. When they wished to express their approval, members flourished their weapons to indicate agreement; hence the word ‘weapon take’ or ‘wapentake’ emerged.


The area around Leeds fell into two such wapentakes, both of which covered a considerable area. Settlements south of the river were part of the Morley Wapentake, which stretched from Hunslet in the east to Todmorden in the west and probably met at Tingley. The men from Leeds itself attended the Skyrack Wapentake, which stretched from Arthington and Pool in the north to Aberford in the east and to Bingley in the west. They met in Headingley at the Shire Oak, a massive oak tree probably known as the ‘bright oak’ or the ‘siaraches’, which was corrupted into the word ‘Skyrack’. The old tree eventually collapsed in May 1941: ‘it gave a sigh and fell forward on the rails surrounding it’. Today the Skyrack Inn, the Original Oak pub, Shire Oak Street and Shire Oak Road perpetuate it.12
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The Skyrack and Morley wapentakes were divided by the river Aire and included Leeds and the outtownships. Other places have been given to indicate the area the wapentakes covered. Note the effect the Harrying of the North and the reduction of value of most places as recorded in Domesday Book.


By now it appears that Leeds had become a religious centre of some note and by the tenth century a place of some political importance, but few details exist. It was, however, significant enough to be mentioned in the eleventh-century Life of St Cadroë, which told that when Saint Cadroë visited the King of Strathclyde in about AD842 he was taken to ‘the city of Loidis, which is the boundary of the Northmen and the Cumbrians; and there he was taken up by a certain nobleman, Gunderic, by whom he was led to King Eric in the city of York’.


Historians also believe that the five stone crosses, including the famous Leeds parish church cross, which were unearthed when the old parish church was demolished in 1838, prove the significance of Leeds as an important religious centre. But that is conjecture. Apart from Bede’s casual references to the area there is little definite known about the town’s history up to this time. That was to all change.


It was with the coming of the Normans and the compilation of the Domesday Book that the first detailed and accurate picture can be made of what Leeds and the surrounding villages were actually like. Much of the nearby countryside was woodland pasture intermingled with arable land and rolling meadows. During the reign of the Saxon king Edward the Confessor the vill of Leeds stretched down what is now known as Kirkgate. It was a cluster of wooden buildings, more than likely cruck structures with wattle and daub walls. Probably two bays long, each would have been big enough to accommodate the family in one bay and the animals in the other. There were also smaller settlements at Knostrop, Hillhouse (Richmond Hill), Woodhouse and Buslingthorpe. Seven thanes, men who held a social rank higher than that of a freeman but below that of an hereditary nobleman, owned the seven manors that made up the area. It was a place of some significance, boasting a church and a priest. Surrounded by a considerable amount of arable land and 10 acres of meadow, its most valuable asset was the mill sited on the banks of the Aire; its ancient position is today identified by the name Mill Hill. How valuable an asset a mill was is realised when it is seen that Domesday Book lists only one third of the manors listed as possessing one. At the bottom of Kirkgate was the church where a local priest officiated over the lives of the inhabitants. His duties were not simply restricted to the people of Leeds itself.


By now the parish system had evolved, and he was responsible for the huge parish that rambled from Chapel Allerton in the north to Hunslet and Beeston in the south; from Gipton in the east to Farnley in the west.13 It was one of the largest parishes in the country covering some 21,000 acres.
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The Shire Oak at Headingley and the meeting place for the Skyrack Wapentake. Seen here c.1810, the old tree finally collapsed in 1941.


Farming was fundamental to the British way of life and would remain so for the next 800 years. The wealth of Leeds was emphasised by the fact that it possessed fourteen plough teams, each made up of eight oxen. The overall value of Leeds itself was put at £6, making it one of the most valuable locations around. Cookridge by contrast was worth 20s, Beeston 40s, and Armley with Reestones (Wortley), Bramley, Chapel Allerton, Alwoodley, Cookridge and Halton were all considered to be worth about 20s.
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The rambling parish of Leeds covers 21,000 acres. Plans were made to subdivide it in 1650 but it was not until 1843 and 1844 that changes came about.


It would have seemed to the people of Leeds that theirs was an enduring and unchanging pattern of life. The eternal passage of the seasons was the same for them as it had been for their fathers and as it had been for their fathers’ fathers. Then in 1066 and the years that immediately followed the country faced a seismic event that shook their world to its foundations, presenting the men and women of the Aire valley with a catastrophe the like of which would never be seen again in the entire history of Britain.


In September 1066 news would have reached Leeds that a great battle had taken place only 35 miles away at Stamford Bridge. King Harold and his Saxon army had defeated the invading Norwegian army of King Harald Hardrada, and the people of Leeds would have breathed a sigh of relief that the invader had been thwarted and they were safe. Unknown to them it was but temporary relief.


Who were these people of Leeds? In 1086 Domesday Book describes the various social groups who lived in the town. There were four sokemen or freemen, farmers who rented their land from the lord. The four bordars in the manor sometimes worked for wages and performed some duties for the lord of the manor, as well as cultivating land for themselves. The lowest in the social order were the twenty-seven villeins. Neither slaves nor freemen, these men were obliged by law to provide various services to the lord of the manor and in exchange received a cottage and a parcel of land. Including wives and children, Leeds would probably have had a population of about two hundred at the time.


That same September Duke William of Normandy landed at Pevensey and the Norman Conquest had begun. At the Battle of Hastings he famously triumphed over Harold and routed his Saxon army. On Christmas Day 1066 William was crowned king in Westminster Abbey. The South had succumbed. In the North, however, the English were not so easily subdued. By 1068 three revolts had seriously threatened William’s grip on the kingdom, and in 1069 the Conqueror marched his army northwards to establish once and for all his power in the region. His army’s actions would go down in history as the Harrying of the North.


William’s order was simple: turn the land from the Humber to the Tees into a virtual wilderness. The simplicity of the entry in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle graphically captures what happened next: ‘King William marched into that shire and completely devastated it.’14 Peasants were massacred, villages burned, grain stocks ruined and livestock wantonly slaughtered. So it was for the people around Leeds.


When the Domesday Book chroniclers arrived in the area in 1086, their findings reveal the extent of the devastation inflicted. One expression, time and again, is used to sum up what they found in village after village; one word captures the ravages of smouldering ruins, putrefying animal carcases, rotting crops and a distraught people; one sober, simple word: ‘waste’. So were described Adel and Beeston, Bramley and Calverley, Farsley and Chapel Allerton, Cookridge and Eccup, Gipton, Colton and Halton, Morley and Pudsey, Seacroft and Tong. Other places were emasculated. Garforth, which had been worth 60s, was now worth 30s. Headingley had been worth 40s and was now worth just 4s. Armley and Reestones (Wortley) had been worth 20s and were now worth 10s. Newsam had been worth 60s and was now worth 6s.15


There are, however, some historians who question the extent of the impact of William’s actions on the North, arguing that the valuations in Domesday Book are inaccurate and that the term ‘waste’ may have carried a broader and less damaging implication. But what cannot be disputed is that of the 1,900 settlements recorded in Domesday Book, at least 850 were totally demolished and another 300 seriously reduced in value. Whatever the extent of the disaster, only two places in the district appear to have escaped the punitive wrath of the Norman invaders. Sturton saw its value increase from 30s to 40s and Leeds, which had been valued at £6, was now worth £7.


If the people of Leeds did not undergo the trauma that had beset the surrounding villages, like the rest of the country they nevertheless found themselves in thrall to a new royal family, a new ruling class, a new culture and a new language. They were now a subjugated people, and Leeds was part of the huge tract of land William granted to Ilbert de Lacy, the man empowered to bring order to the area. Ilbert hailed from an estate a few miles east of Rouen in Normandy. He had loyally supported Duke William during the invasion and dutifully carried out his punitive orders during the Harrying of the North. As a reward he was granted 164 manors in Lincolnshire, Nottinghamshire and Yorkshire. His Yorkshire holdings, known as the Honour of Pontefract, stretched from the West Riding to Blackburn in Lancashire. Like the other Norman barons, Ilbert received his lands on condition that when the need arose he would render specific services to his monarch. In turn he sublet much of his estate to lesser nobles on the same conditions, and thus the system percolated throughout the whole of society, down to the lowliest peasant. This pattern of landholding and obligation is generally known as the feudal system (though some historians argue that feudalism related only to the political and military system of the time and that the arrangements for agricultural labour should really be called manorialism). The Normans developed feudalism, originally a Saxon concept, and enforced it nationally.
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The Domesday Book entry for Leeds. Top, a drawing of the original entry; middle, the original Latin; bottom, the English translation.


Sometime between 1086 and 1100 Ilbert sublet the manor of Leeds, along with that of Headingley, to Ralph Paynel, also known as Paganel. A loyal supporter of the Norman king, Paynel found himself endowed with estates across the newly conquered kingdom. Many were in Yorkshire, with several estates between the Ouse and the Aire. In Leeds he was an absentee landlord, but possibly established the fortified manor house that occupied a site at the edge of the wooded manorial park, bordered by today’s Boar Lane, Bishopgate Street and Mill Hill. This would have been the administrative centre of the place. In a relatively short time, however, Paynel had seriously reduced the economic value of his manor.


Just as the hierarchical structure of society dictated how life would be lived day by day, the Church exerted extreme power over everyone from the mightiest monarch to the meanest peasant, wielding the threats of excommunication and eternal damnation over those who transgressed. To be seen to support the Church was politically pragmatic and could also be a guarantee of a safe and secure place in the hereafter. Ralph Paynel was no exception to this.16


[image: Book title]


The seal of Ilbert de Lacy, Lord of the Honour of Pontefract. His estate, to which Leeds belonged, stretched from Pontefract to Blackburn in Lancashire.


In 1089 he founded the Priory of the Holy Trinity on Micklegate in York, a daughter house of the Benedictine abbey of Marmoutier, near Tours. According to the Domesday Book it was ‘an unimportant, ruined and poverty stricken church’, which had been destroyed during the Harrying of the North. It was Paynel’s attempt, as a devout Christian, at some form of reconciliation with the Church, and he granted several rich endowments to the Benedictines of Marmoutier that year. He also established within the boundary of the manor of Leeds a small enclave known as the rectory manor of Kirkgate-cum-Holbeck for the new foundation. It included Leeds parish church itself, the local tithe hall and a separate manor house near the church. The tithes from the church and the attendant income were a sizeable amount, which the manor of Leeds could ill afford to lose. In addition, the monks also established a monastic cell in Holbeck and received the income from the church at Adel. Why did Paynel act as he did? The opening words of the charter in which he granted these concessions made it clear: he sought eternal peace in Heaven, stating that ‘I, Ralph, surnamed Paynel, inflamed by the fire of divine love, desir[e] to treasure up in heaven what I can after this life …’ The manor was further denuded by gifts to the Knights Hospitaller and the Knights Templar and then, in 1180, the new manor of North Hall was carved out of the old manor. This new establishment stretched roughly from Vicar Lane and Lady Lane to Sheepscar Beck. Then Ralph’s granddaughter, Alice Paynel, married first Richard de Courcy and, when he died, Robert de Gant, sometimes referred to as Gaunt; thus the manor of Leeds passed to him by marriage.


THE PARISH CHURCH CROSS




In 1838, during the demolition of the medieval parish church, a series of ancient crosses was discovered. The contract of Robert Dennis Chantrell, the architect, allowed him to claim any such finds, and thus he took them and pieced them together in the garden of his home at Headingley. It became clear they were Anglo-Scandinavian in design and dated from the eighth to tenth centuries. One in particular stood out, engraved with interlaced rune-like characters and vine scrolls. The bottom panel featured Wayland the Smith, the mythological Anglo-Saxon hero, while the top of the cross was surmounted with a wheel-head. According to Pevsner it was a ‘spectacular piece’. Some historians claim it was a sepulchral monument to Onlaf, the Danish king, and that the crosses indicate Leeds had become an important religious centre.


When Chantrell retired he took the Anglian, or as some people call it the Saxon, Cross, with him, erecting it in his garden at Ivy Cottage, Rottingdean, near Brighton. On his death the news of the cross’s existence reached Leeds, and the Vicar of Leeds, Dr John Gott, entered into negotiations to buy it back. Here the story diverges. According to one version, Gott approached the Court of Chancery, which placed a value of £3 on the object. The new owner, a grocer, flatly rejected the offer. Gott then offered £25; the grocer demanded £100. When the vicar pointed out that £25 was better than nothing and that the cross was of no value to anyone else, the grocer relented, and Gott was finally able to bring the Anglian relic back to Leeds in 1880. However, on 23 October that year the Leeds Mercury featured a letter from Mr Washington Teasdale of Headingley, ‘an old and intimate friend of the Chantrell family’. He insisted that the cross was never ‘sold by order of the High Court of Chancery’; it had been a gift of the Chantrell family to Leeds. Teasdale pointed out that the family were aggrieved that their role had been so ignored. Confusion may have arisen in that permission had to be granted from Sir Richard Malins, vice-chancellor in the Court of Chancery, to authorise the gift.


The cross was finally erected on the altar flat of the parish church in 1880. Teasdale suggested that a plaque should be fitted at its base with the words ‘Given to the parish of Leeds by the family of Robert Dennis Chantrell, architect’. The cross still stands there, but no plaque is to be seen.
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One of several crosses found when the old parish church was rebuilt. Their discovery possibly indicates Leeds was a place of some religious significance.





The manor’s continued gradual economic decline took its toll, while the nation found itself plunged into a brutal and devastating civil war as Stephen and Matilda’s forces wreaked havoc across the land. ‘Never did a country endure greater misery,’ wrote the scribe of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. ‘Men said openly that Christ and his saints slept.’ Yet even as civil strife ravaged the nation there were some men and women who sought another way of life, and found it in the sanctity of the Church and the tranquillity of the monastery. Thus it was that a small group of monks arrived in the Aire valley to establish a monastery on the outskirts of Leeds.




two


NEWCOMERS TO THE VALLEY


What did these newcomers to the Aire valley find? Much of the land around Leeds and its surrounding villages was waste and woodland, though each settlement would have its own great open fields where wheat, oats and rye were grown. One field was left fallow each year and here cattle and sheep were raised. The inhabitants lived in simple cottages with a small plot of land, known as a toft, where they could grow parsnips, peas, lentils, carrots, lettuces, broad beans and onions. Here they reared geese, hens and goats.


Land was vital; agriculture was the foundation on which the whole of medieval society was built. The imposition of feudalism meant that every peasant was obliged to work so many days each year on the lord of the manor’s estate, known as the demesne. He was also required to pay certain local taxes. The tenants of the manor fell into three categories. Free tenants or freeholders paid a fixed rent to the lord of the manor, but were not required to give labour or provide services. These free tenants formed about a sixth of the population of Leeds. Below the freemen came the villeins, a social group that consisted of two distinct categories; bondmen and cottars (although some historians argue that the term ‘villein’ should only be applied to the wealthiest class of peasant, the bondman). A bondman was a fairly substantial member of the community, but ‘his son may not be tonsured nor his daughter marry without the lord’s licence’.1 Some bondmen added to their income, and thus William Carpenter and William Shoemaker are listed in Leeds. The other unfree tenants, the lowest in the social strata, were the cottars. These smallholders, who rented simple cottages and small plots of land, worked as farm labourers. Obliged to serve on the lord’s land for so many days a year, they also laboured for the freemen and bondmen. Like the bondmen, some cottars supplemented their earnings. In 1258 Leeds cottars engaged in additional activities were Henry Carpenter, Richard Taylor, Simon Forester and Thomas Baker. Unfree tenants had no legal right to leave the estate. Consequently in 1385, when Joan Buslingthorpe wanted to live outside the manor of Leeds, Robert Foster stood security for her.


Medieval manuscripts often portray idyllic scenes of peasants working the fields. The reality was at times vastly different. Crop failures, famine and pestilence regularly occurred, and compounding these disasters were civil disturbances that laid the country waste. Between 1087 and 1135 no fewer than four rebellions disrupted life in England. In addition to these pressures, taxes to pay for various kings’ military exploits were imposed. As the Anglo Saxon Chronicle said regarding Henry I’s war with France, ‘England dearly paid for this in numerous taxes from which there was no relief.’2


This then was the state of the nation in 1152; the world that the people of Leeds lived in. This was the year that newcomers arrived in the Aire valley and founded Kirkstall Abbey. It was a significant event. Over 850 years later the people of Leeds can still marvel at its magnificent ruins and know that within their city lies one of Europe’s finest historic sites.


In the middle of the twelfth century the valley of the river Aire to the north of Leeds was a wilderness of swamp, brushwood and endless tree-covered wastes. Nestling on the eastern river bank was a small cluster of wooden huts where a group of religious hermits had gathered. Seleth, the leader of the group, originated from the south, but a vision of the Virgin Mary had instructed him to travel to Kirkstall in Airedale and there establish a religious community. A friendly cowherd guided him to the place and there he settled, living off roots and herbs. Supported by the generosity of locals, others joined him, and a small community was soon built up. If Seleth’s story is as he described, it implies that there was a church in the area, the ‘kirk’ of Kirkstall, before the hermits built one. Edward Parsons, the nineteenth-century local historian, disputes this, however. He argues that the ‘name was unknown until after the foundation of the Abbey’.3


Kirkstall Abbey’s story began some years earlier in the Benedictine abbey of St Mary’s in York. Like other monastic orders the Benedictines were dedicated to a life of simplicity. Their days were spent in worship and work while observing a strict vow of silence. Over the decades, however, the rigorous rules of the order had been eroded. The vow of silence was regularly broken, and their simple diet had given way to what Hugh of Kirkstall described as ‘exquisite delicacies’ and ‘flavoured sauces’, producing ‘the full and over-gorged belly [with] hardly a scrap of room left in it’. The ‘splendid variety of drinks’ they enjoyed was equalled by the ‘elaborate delicacy of raiment’ that had replaced their more sombre garments. In 1132 a small rump of half a dozen monks objected to this: this departure from the austere life they had chosen flew in the face of everything to which they had dedicated their lives. The dispute rumbled on through the summer, and eventually Thurstan, the Archbishop of York, was forced to intervene. His arrival at the abbey, however, instead of resolving the dispute, inflamed the situation. Fighting broke out, and the archbishop was forced to herd the recalcitrant monks, now numbering thirteen, into the church and to lock the doors. He then escorted them to his palace, sheltered them over Christmas at Ripon and finally, on 27 December 1132, installed them in a remote part of the valley of the river Skell. It was an uninhabited wilderness, ‘a place of horror and vast solitude’. Their only shelter was a large elm tree, but the place abounded with springs. The Latin for ‘spring’ is fontis, and thus the buildings they erected became known as Fountains Abbey.
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Kirkstall Abbey seen from the river Aire. Although the building was commenced in 1152 and virtually completed within thirty years, the tall belfry was only added between 1509 and 1527.


As the monks struggled to build their home, fighting the ruthless forces of nature and desperately striving to avoid starvation – they even made broth from the elm tree’s leaves – they determined they would never again experience the overindulgent laxity they had seen at St Mary’s. In 1133 they became members of the strict Cistercian order. It was a way of life that allowed nothing to interfere with their dedication to prayer and work, their commitment to chastity, poverty and obedience. No stained glass windows or elaborate carvings decorated their churches; no paintings graced their walls; no embellished manuscripts were produced; no richly decorated vessels or exquisitely embroidered cloths ornamented their altars. They refused to dye the habits they wore and were thus known as the white monks; the colour of the undyed woollen cloth.4


But if they led a limited and secluded existence the monks were still very much part of the real world. They financed their life by rearing great flocks of sheep and selling the wool, and they spread their beliefs by opening daughter houses from the end of the 1130s.


A further opportunity presented itself to the monks when Henry de Lacy, the lord of the Honour of Pontefract, and thus the man in whose domain Leeds was, fell ill. A devout man, he believed that somehow he had offended God, and swore that should he recover he would give land to Fountains for the creation of a Cistercian foundation dedicated to ‘the glorious Virgin and Mother of God, Mary’.5 On recovering he was as good as his word, and offered the Abbot of Fountains, Henry Murdac, land in the desolate Pennines at Barnoldswick. Thus it was that in 1147 Murdac ordered the Prior of Fountains, Alexander, to take with him twelve monks and ten lay-brothers to establish the new foundation at Barnoldswick. It was a bleak and inhospitable place swept by Pennine winds, lashed by incessant rains. Their crops were destroyed and their animals were driven off by marauding brigands, who took advantage of the chaos of the civil war between Stephen and Matilda. Furthermore, constant disputes with the locals led Alexander to accept the inevitable and to recognise in a few short years that their attempt to build a thriving abbey and cultivate the land was doomed to failure.
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