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INTRODUCTION


The name Laegrecastrescir was first recoded in 1087. But Leicestershire is much older.


To the Saxons it was the Kingdom of Mercia. To the Romans it was at the hub of Roman Britain. To the Celts it was the land of the Corieltauvi, a fierce warlike tribe. To the Vikings it was part of the Dane law.


Leicestershire has so often been the backdrop for many of the turning points in British history. Kings have been killed and buried here, and royal dynasties have changed. Leicestershire has been the birthplace of rebels and heroes, movers and shakers, who have changed Britain and even the world.


Leicestershire’s land has its own unique character, shaped long ago. Its geology has dictated the industries that have made Leicestershire’s towns great and the foods that have made the county famous.


Leicestershire has always been a meeting place of people and a melting pot of cultures from prehistory, and no more so than today. It is one of Britain’s most diverse counties and its most recent incomers have only enriched the county’s already rich scheme of traditions


To include everything about Leicestershire in a book of this size is impossible. Instead, I have tried to concentrate on producing a potted history, using whimsical, amusing, little known and occasionally disturbing tales, facts and anecdotes that illustrate everything that makes Leicestershire unique.


It is my hope that this brief journey through Leicestershire’s past and present will amuse and inform in equal measure.


Natasha Sheldon


2017
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NATURAL LEICESTER


THE MAKING OF LEICESTERSHIRE


Leicestershire marks the centre of England – or rather, the geographical centre of England is in Leicestershire. This landmark spot is at Ordinance Survey ref. SP 36373.66, 96143.05, which falls at Lindley Hall Farm, near Fenny Drayton and Higham.


The county shares its borders with Rutland, Northamptonshire, Warwickshire, Derbyshire, Lincolnshire and Staffordshire. Within those borders are 208,289 hectares of farmland, woodland and towns.


But this wasn’t always the case …


The Story of the Land


In the beginning there was lava – lots of lava.


Some 600 million years ago, Precambrian Leicestershire was submerged under a shallow sea, studded with volcanic islands. The islands constantly spewed out ash and lava, which eventually formed the county’s oldest layers of igneous rock. These rocks, visible in the Charnwood region around Blackbrook Reservoir and Switherland Wood, are one of England’s few exposures of Precambrian rock.


Bardon Hill, an extinct volcano in north-west Leicestershire, is a relic of those times. It is also the highest point in Leicestershire, reaching 912ft above sea level. John Curtis, a nineteenth-century entomologist, described it as ‘one of the most extraordinary points of view in nature’. Even today, the view from the hill’s summit in clear weather allows views of Shropshire, the Malvern Hills and the not so distant Lincoln Cathedral.


Time passed. The primal sea retreated and the mud it left behind began to form into Leicestershire’s famous Switherland Slate. Not long afterwards, the magmas began to cool to form the pink and grey granite of Mountsorrel, which today is the location of the largest quarry in Europe.


About 420 million years ago, Leicestershire and the rest of the landmass it occupied, was on the move. This seismic relocation wrinkled the land. In Leicestershire, one of these folds survives as the Thringston Fault, which forms the eastern border between Leicestershire and Derbyshire.


The fault line also acted as a border for the Leicestershire coalfield in the north of the county. These coalfields were formed in the carboniferous era, when the warm primal seas that had re-flooded the land drained to become swamps and forests which in their turn died away to become coal. At the same time limestone deposits were forming around the area of Grace Dieu.


At the end of this era the rivers took over, depositing fluvial deposits to form Shepshed Sandstone.


Further west, much of Leicestershire’s landscape is mainly deposits of boulder and Liassic clay, dropped by busy glaciers during the last ice age. The ice formed many of Leicestershire’s valleys such as the Vale of Belvoir. Just north of the vale is the lowest point in Leicestershire where the land dips to just 24.8m above sea level. It can be found just along a bend in a minor road near Bottesford and the River Devon, near the border with Northamptonshire.


FOSSILS AND DINOSAURS


The Leicester Mammoth


On 28 October 1863, a strange object was found during the construction of a sewer off Belgrave Road. The object was 9ft 7in long and 2ft in circumference. It would have been longer but, unfortunately, the workmen who discovered it unwittingly ‘lost’ 2-3ft of it before they realised they had something unusual on their hands.


Once discovered, the workmen were unsure quite what it was they had found – only that it wasn’t modern. After some debate, they settled on it being an old Roman column, but called in the experts to be on the safe side.


The ‘column’ was sent to local geologist, Mr James Plant, who declared it to be the tusk of elephas primigenius – a mammoth.


An excited Mr Plant hotfooted it to the site and was fortunate to find the ground undisturbed. The tusk had been discovered on a 3ft layer of red marl dating to around 180 million years ago. However, Plant concluded that the beast was not contemporary with this layer. Instead, its body had sunk through younger, softer gravel above until it came to rest on the more ancient layers. This dated the mammoth to 20,000 years ago.


The Leicester mammoth made the national headlines, with even The Times taking an interest in the doings of the Leicester drain. Experts arrived and declared that at 16ft, the tusk was even larger that the specimen in the British Museum.


[image: illustration]


The Barrow Kipper


Barrow upon Soar is famous for a plesiosaur of the species Rhomaleosaurus megacephalus – nicknamed the ‘Barrow Kipper’ – excavated there in 1851. The dinosaur was found in a lime pit outside the village.


[image: illustration]


The skeleton is on display at the New Walk Museum in Leicester, with a full-size replica at Charnwood Museum in Loughborough. But Barrow marks the Kipper in its own way, with a sign on the roundabout in the centre of the village commemorating its oldest resident.


Charnia masoni


Charnwood Forest was the site of the first ever-recorded discovery of Charnia masoni, the earliest known large, complex fossilised species on record.


The fossil was named after the place it was found and its finder, local schoolboy Roger Mason. In 1957, Roger and some friends were exploring a quarry near the Charnwood village of Woodhouse Eaves when he discovered imprints in a rock like the fronds of a fern.


The imprint turned out to be neither plant nor animal but a kind of pre-animal, the first evidence that complex multicellular life existed in the Precambrian era. Charnwood is the only place in Western Europe where these Precambrian fossils have been found.


RIVERS AND WATERWAYS


The River Soar is Leicestershire’s principle river, bisecting the county from north to south. The Soar’s name comes from ser, to flow, which it shares with other European rivers such as the Seine.


The source of the Soar in Leicestershire is between Hinckley and Lutterworth. From there, the river runs down through the county to Leicester, along the fertile Soar Valley until it joins the River Trent at the county boundary at Trent Lock.


After the Industrial Revolution, the Soar turned a most unnatural shade of pink due to discharges from the textile industry. However, a clean up by the Environment Agency has returned the river to a less disturbing and more natural shade.


Industrial discharges are now carefully monitored. But it is more usual in the twenty-first century to find deposits of ashes rather than emissions in the Soar.


In 2004, the Telegraph reported how 250,000 requests to the Environment Agency from Leicestershire Sikhs and Hindus led to permission being granted for the Soar to stand in for the River Ganges at funerals. The reason for this request was to avoid the prohibitive costs of travelling to India to use the original sacred river.


The Soar has a number of tributaries, namely Soar Brook, Thurlaston Brook, the River Biam, Rothley Brook, Black Brook, Whetstone Brook, the River Sense, the River Wreake and Kingston Brook.


The Rivers Wreake and Eye


This major tributary of the River Soar is in fact two rivers in one. For the 6 miles before it reaches Melton Mowbray, the river is known as the Eye, but, once past the town, it changes its name and character to become the Wreake.


The clue to this duel naming is in the meaning of the words. The initial stretch of the waterway is calm and unremarkable, hence ‘Eye’ which comes from the old English ēa for ‘the river’. But the Norse invaders of the eighth century were clearly more impressed with the latter stretch, which gave them great trouble and led them to rename this part as the Wreake, after their word for twisting and meandering.


Rothley Brook


Rothley Brook forms a southern boundary around Charnwood Forest, beginning at Bagworth and ending when it joins the River Soar at Rothley, the place after which it is named today, although once it was known as ‘Heather Brook’ or ‘Great Brook’.


The brook is a haven for wild bird life, with over forty species of birds identified including kingfishers, great spotted woodpeckers and little and tawny owls.


The River Sence


The Sence has its origins at Copt Oak in Leicestershire before leaving the county and joining the River Anker on the Warwickshire border. In the nineteenth century, there were at least eight watermills along the river.


The River Smite


The Smite originates from a number of springs near Holwell, one of Leicestershire’s many chalybeate springs. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the water from the spring was considered to have healing properties, and was laid out with stone seating for those that took the waters. The spring contains iron salts, which gives it a reddish colour, and it is considered to have a distinctive sulphur taste.


The River Mease


The River Mease and the lower part of one of its tributaries, the Gilwiskaw (pronounced jill-a-whiskey) Brook, are both protected as ‘one of the best examples of an unspoilt meandering lowland river’.


Groby Pool


Lying on the edge of Charnwood Forest, Groby Pool is the largest expanse of water in the county. It may not all be natural however, owing its formation to Roman clay extraction, and damning of the slate brook by medieval monks from Leicester Abbey.


Floods


Flooding is not a modern phenomenon in Leicestershire. The unruly waters of its rivers, which can run amok during heavy rainfall, have long provoked the county.


In May 1932, the village of Croft was drenched with rain for three to four days. The waterlogged ground could finally hold no more water and inhabitants were stranded in the upper storeys of their homes, with rescuers having to reach them by boat.


In Wymeswold, the River Mantle would also regularly break its banks. The flooding was so bad that boys would launch a boat down the aptly named Brook Street, which was in fact the village’s main road.


In 1881, the Improvement Bill meant Leicester’s corporation could build flood defences to protect the town and its outlying areas from the floods that periodically plagued it.


Unfortunately, the defences were not completed in time to deal with the heavy rainfall of March 1889. The rain had been falling for days but on 8 March it intensified with 1¾in falling in twenty-four hours. The land was waterlogged and timber sleepers used in the half-finished flood defences were washed downstream by the water, causing a blockage that resulted in the very flooding they were meant to prevent.


By 3 p.m. that afternoon, low lying areas such as Oxford Street and Aylestone Road were under water, with factory cellars so severely flooded that premises had to close. By 6 p.m., town residents were taking refuge in upstairs rooms as ‘the streets themselves assumed the character of canals.’


Other Leicester Rivers


The River Avon


The River Chater


Derwent Mouth


The River Jordan


The River Swift


The River Whipling


The River Tweed


FORESTS AND WOODS


Only 4 per cent of Leicestershire is wooded, with 2 per cent of that composed of ancient woodland. Leicestershire has a total of 100 woods in this category – and that’s not including the national forests and other woodland still in progress.


Charnwood Forest


Seven miles north-west of Leicester, Charnwood Forest occupies the oldest rocky and wild tracts of land in the county. Its name derives from cerne woda, from the Celtic carn, meaning cairn, and the Old English wudu, meaning wood.


The forest is an important recreational area, with woodland walks, noted for their displays of bluebells in the early spring, rock climbing and hillwalking. Popular places with public access include Bardon Hill, Beacon Hill, Bradgate Park, Swithland Wood and the Outwoods, and Stoneywell Cottage.


The National Forest


In 1990, Charnwood Forest acquired a new neighbour. The new National Forest is part of a Countryside Commission incentive to increase woodland in low-forested areas.


The forest, which also spans Derbyshire and Staffordshire, covers Leicestershire in the old industrial areas of Coalville, Swadlingcote and Ashby de la Zouch. By 2013, the National Forest had spread sufficiently to increase forestation in these areas affected to 16.5 per cent – and it still continues to grow.


Jubilee Woods


As the name suggests, this 10 hectares of mixed woodland surrounding Beacon Hill County Park was presented to the city council in 1977 to commemorate the Queen’s Silver Jubilee.


The woodland was expanded in 2012 to coincide with the Diamond Jubilee. Sixty new woods are to be added, one for every year of Queen Elizabeth II’s reign.


Other Leicestershire Woods


Eyebrook Valley Wood


Hanging Stone and Outwoods


Martinshaw Wood


Bagworth Heath Wood


Sarah’s Wood


Sheet Hedges Wood


Coleorton Wood


Sence Valley Forest


Great Merrible Wood


Tugby Wood


Cloud Wood


Allexton Wood


Buddan Wood


Burbage and Sheepy Woods


Grace Dieu Wood


Martinshaw Wood


Ouston Wood


Asplin Wood


Leightfield Wood
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PARKS, NATURE RESERVES AND SITES OF SCIENTIFIC INTEREST


Leicestershire has ninety-one Sites of Special Scientific Interest and several nature reserves. Here’s just a selection.


Aylestone Meadows


The city of Leicester’s largest nature reserve is situated on the floodplains of the rivers Soar and Biam. In 2012, more than 600 species of plants and animals were found on the site including a previously unknown species of willow tree. The tree, which is a hybrid of goat, grey, purple and osier willows, is unique in the world.


According to nature experts, these finds make Aylestone Meadows a ‘most extensive area of wildlife’. But these rare species and the meadows themselves could have been lost. In 2011, Leicester City Council planned to build a floodlit football pitch over them – until the resulting outpouring of local feeling changed their minds.


Tilton Railway Cutting and Other Interesting Sites


This disused railway cutting is a window into Leicestershire’s geological past. Tilton’s rock cliffs, although overgrown, reveal some of the oldest exposed rocks in Leicestershire with ironstone and limestone sediments dating back 189–186 million years ago. The site is also a rich source of fossils, especially brachiopods, which has led to it being declared a Site of Special Scientific Interest.


But the rocks of Charnwood Lodge are older still. Covering 80 hectares of land, the site has rock formations dating back 600 million years – amongst the oldest in England.


The rocks date from Leicestershire’s volcanic era when they jostled each other in the pyroclastic flow of the county’s Precambrian volcanoes. Age aside, it is rare to find rocks formed in this way, making it a geologist’s heaven and a site of scientific interest.


The Lodge’s plant life is also rare and Charnwood Lodge is one of the few sites in Leicestershire and Rutland to host the lemon scented and hard ferns and the only place in the county to have an example of the alpine fungus Melanoleuca evenosa.


Nearby is Beacon Hill County Park near Loughborough, 135 hectares of grassland and woodland. It is a popular spot for walking and climbing, being the second highest point in Leicestershire at 248m.


The park contains a collection of native trees, first planted in 1996. Many of the trees are labelled, and there are several boxes that provide audio commentary on the biology and historical interest of selected tree species at the push of a button.


For rare plant life, the 9 hectares of Muston Meadows cannot be beaten. Muston is the finest lowland meadows in England and plays host to thirty-three types of grass and over 100 other species of flowering plant, most notably 10,000 green-winged orchids.


Dimminsdale, a former lead and limestone mine, has been reclaimed by natural heathland to form a paradise for rare species and areas of broadleaf woodland. The old mine pits form pools fed by nearby streams and the meadows are home to sheep, fescue, heath grass, heath bedstraw and harebell.


Other Conservation Sites, Parks and Nature Reserves


Lount Nature Reserve


Leighfield Forest


River Eye


Swithland Wood


Watermead National Park


River Mease


Charnwood Lodge


Burbage Common


Fosse Meadows


Brocks Hill Park


Market Bosworth Country Park


Bradgate Park


Ashby Wolds Trail


Broombriggs Farm


Donisthorpe Woodland Park


Melton Country Park


Castle Hill Country Park


Watermead Country Park


NATURAL PHENOMENON …


Even today Leicestershire can be affected by the wonders of nature – from above and below.


Earthquakes


1750 was a year of earthquakes about the British Isles. At around noon on 30 September 1750, Leicestershire was affected by the strongest English earthquake of the year.


Although relatively mild in earthquake terms, the quivering earth caused some alarm. In Leicester, a rushing noise was heard and for a minute or two houses undulated, with chimneypots and slates thrown from the roofs. The only serious injury occurred to a child just outside the town, who was thrown from a chair into a fire and ‘somewhat burnt’.


Meteor Storms


On 14 November 1866, Leicestershire was treated to a grand meteoric shower between midnight and 2 a.m. – or rather it would have been if it hadn’t been so cloudy.


While in the south people gazed in wonder as the celestial rocks cascaded down to earth through clear skies, in Leicestershire it was a rather more dark and stormy occasion, although the veil of cloud and tempestuous conditions also added to the drama of the event. Gaps in the cloud allowed tantalising glimpses of the bright and ‘very numerous’ meteors, framed by flashes of lightning and driving rain as they descended to earth.


The countrywide phenomena was reported by Illustrated London News and Symonds Monthly Metrological Magazine.


On Christmas Eve 1965, Barwell and Earl Shilton were treated to a very special show of Christmas lights when the villages were showered with meteor fragments – with one the size of a Christmas turkey!


One meteorite went through a car, destroying the engine. When the owner of the car attempted to claim on his insurance, the company replied that it was an ‘Act of God’ and would not pay, so the man went to his local church to attempt to seek redress. He had no more luck with God than he did with the earthly authorities.


Rare Rainbows


The Smile in the Sky


In July 2011, the sky appeared to be literally smiling down on the residents of Market Bosworth when an upside down rainbow appeared above the town.


This ‘smile in the sky’ – or circumzenithal arc to give it its correct name – was not unknown but most unexpected, in Leicestershire at least. ‘Circumzenithal arcs are seen relatively rarely in Britain because they can only be seen at the right combination of atmospheric conditions,’ said a Met Office spokesperson.


So what are the right atmospheric conditions? Much colder than would be expected in July, certainly, as a circumzenithal arc is usually only found in polar regions!


Leicester’s Rainbow Cloud


In February 2016, people across the county were amazed by an unusual phenomenon in the sky. An oval of bright rainbow-shaped light was observed above the county, described as a ‘rainbow cloud’.


Leicester Mercury weatherman, Dave Mutton, explained that the cloud was the product of the meeting of a warm and cold front. This occurrence caused bits of the cloud to break up, with the resulting effect occurring in the break in the cloud cover. ‘It is a very dramatic illustration of what happens when two different temperatures of air meet,’ said Dave. ‘Earlier in the day we had warmer air from the north-west, which produced a few showers. This air then met colder air which swept in.’


… AND UNNATURAL PHENOMENON


The Vardy Quake


In March 2016, Leicester City fans literally made the earth move at the King’s Power Station when their joy caused an earthquake.


The fans were celebrating the Foxes’ last-minute winning goal in a match against Norwich. At the time, a seismometer was in residence at the football ground, one of several planted by Leicester University as part of a scheme to measure earthquakes around the world.


In the final minutes of the match, instead of recording an earthquake caused by movements of the earth’s crusts, the seismometer measured the fans making the earth move as their eruption of joy caused a quake, which measured at a magnitude of 0.3 – a minor earthquake!


‘It wasn’t just a case of cheering or clapping, it was 30,000 people standing up at the same time – an awful amount of energy,’ said one of the researchers in explanation.


The ‘earthquake’ has been nicknamed ‘The Vardy Quake’ in honour of Leicester City’s top scorer, Jamie Vardy.




2


TOWN AND COUNTRY


THE LIE OF THE LAND


Leicestershire is divided into seven distinct regions. These consist of three boroughs: Hinckley and Bosworth, Charnwood and Melton, and four districts: Oadby and Wigston, Blaby, Harborough and North West Leicestershire.


Boundaries and Borders


The boundaries of Leicestershire haven’t changed much with time, probably because many are naturally determined. Since Saxon times, the northern border with Derbyshire has been marked by the River Trent. Here, the traditional crossing place between the two counties was established at King’s Mill in 1009 by a charter of Ethelred the Unready.


Elsewhere, roads determine the county limits. Prehistoric Sewstern Lane is the long-established boundary between Leicestershire and Lincolnshire, dividing not only the two counties but also the village of Sewstern itself.


To the west, the Roman road of Watling Street divides Leicestershire from Warwickshire. Rutland was a part of Leicestershire briefly between 1974 and 1997: now Ermine Street acts as a divide between the two counties.


All Change


But towns as well as counties have moved in and out of Leicestershire. Snibson, and the area around Measham and Donisthorpe, used to be part of Derbyshire until they were moved in 1884 and 1897 as part of the Counties Act. The latter two towns were part of a swap: Leicestershire parted with Netherseal and Overseal as its part of the exchange.


Elsewhere, Leicestershire simply swallowed up parts of other counties. A burgeoning Market Harborough expanded so much that it encroached upon the Northamptonshire village of Little Bowden. The village’s journey from one county to the other occurred slowly. In 1891, only part of the village was deemed to be in Leicestershire, but by 1927 the transition was complete.


THE SYMBOLS OF LEICESTERSHIRE


Leicestershire’s coat of arms was granted on 25 January 1930. The arms are quartered to display the emblems of four important county families: the ermine cinquefoil of the Beaumont family, established by the first Norman earl, Robert de Beaumont; the double-tailed white lion of Simon de Montfort; the ermine plume of John of Gaunt, through whose son, Henry IV, Leicestershire passed into the royal estates; and finally the black sleeve of the Hastings family, landowners and prolific builders of castles.


But the importance of the countryside to Leicestershire is also reflected. Supporting the arms are a sheep and a black bull, representing the county’s original industries of grazing and wool. Cresting the arms is a fox, representing the importance of fox-hunting to the county.


LEICESTERSHIRE’S POPULATION


The First People


Evidence suggests that the land that would become Leicestershire was occupied as early as the Palaeolithic period. Early habitation was small-scale and scattered. It seems that very early man was living and making stone tools on the banks of the River Bytham at Brooksby Quarry near Melton Mowbray as early as 950,000–450,000 years ago. Late Palaeolithic flint-knapping at Bradgate Park suggests that this area was also inhabited, however sporadically, possibly as a hunting camp.


The Welby Hoard


By the Bronze Age, it seems Leicestershire was attracting immigrants. The Welby Hoard was discovered in the late nineteenth century near to some of the major prehistoric routes that dissected and bisected Briton. The hoard consisted of axes, swords, a bowl and a bronze cauldron, all in a central European style unmatched anywhere else in Britain.


Although thought to be a scrap metal collection, the well-used weapons with their European design suggest they were deposited by people living locally who had come from elsewhere, rather than items from passing trade.


The Population Today


Today, we can say with greater certainty where the people of Leicestershire originate. The 2011 census shows the county had a total population of 650,489 people. Of this 578,432 were white British and 12,807 from other white groups.


In the city of Leicester, just over half of the population describe themselves as white British, compared to 80 per cent nationally – meaning Leicester just missed out on being the first British city with a minority white population.


The largest of Leicestershire’s ethnic groups are Asian British, followed by other Asian groups, black British, Chinese, mixed white and Asian, mixed white and black.


Seventy per cent of Leicestershire’s ethnic population live in an urban context, with 18 per cent on the fringes of cities or in towns and 12 per cent in villages. The urbanites are concentrated in the major settlements of Loughborough, Ashby de la Zouch, Market Harborough, Melton Mowbray, Oadby, Wigston and Lutterworth. Leicester is the main settlement of choice, largely because of the employment opportunities it offers.


Large-scale immigration began after Indian independence in the late 1940s. Ten million people became dislocated as tensions caused by the subsequent split of the subcontinent caused intercommunity violence. The British Nationality Act 1948 technically gave every commonwealth citizen the right to move to Britain, making it a natural choice for those seeking a refuge.


Britain also needed the workers, so many Indians and Pakistanis began to buy homes in Leicester’s Spinney Hill and Belgrave areas where houses were most affordable.


But the 1970s saw the greatest influx when Idi Amin exiled all Asians in Uganda. Most of these immigrants settled in Leicester. Between 1968 and 1978, the city received 20,000 displaced Asian Africans, who again settled in the most affordable areas, namely around Highfields, Belgrave Road and Rushey Mead.


TOWNS AND VILLAGES


The First Towns


The first concrete evidence for substantial settlement in Leicestershire comes from the Neolithic period. Husbands Bosworth has the oldest scheduled monument in the county dating back to 3000 BC. The single-causewayed enclosure, complete with Late Neoloithic pottery and arrowheads discovered in its ditch, was probably a ritual site rather than a settlement. But in order to build and maintain it, organised groups of people had to be living nearby.


Evidence for Neolithic settlement does, however, exist at the other end of the county. Appleby possesses the remains of a substantial 6-acre enclosure containing several roundhouses surrounded by an oval ditch situated next to the River Mease. Miserton also displays ploughed-out enclosures or barrows dated to the early Neolithic era. But Croft has the earliest potential habitation site for this period, with the possible remains of postholes from houses dating to the late Mesolithic/early Neolithic period.
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