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Coronavirus and the Victorian Society
On 16th March we wrote to everyone for whom we have an email address, saying
that we had decided, in anticipation of Government announcements, to cancel all
our planned activities up to the end of July. We were ‘ahead of the curve’, as a week
later, on 23rd March, the whole country went into lockdown and all similar events
were banned. The situation has moved on from there, but although some activities
are now allowed, with suitable face coverings and ‘social distancing’, we have not
in any sense, returned to ‘normal’. Our parent society in London has decided to
cancel all activities for the rest of the year, and although we had a full programme
of events mapped out for the autumn season, we have taken the decision not to
proceed with any of them.
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preferable to hold out the hope that it may be possible to organise some sort of
‘pop-up’ event before the end of the year, and members will be notified accordingly.
We hope to produce another newsletter in October or November, and this will
enable us to keep members updated on our plans for the future, including any
possible pre-Christmas activity that we can arrange.
So much for the implications for our Society, but what about the implications for
the Victorian built heritage that we try to protect? It is widely assumed that many
aspects of life will not return to the status quo ante for some considerable time, if
ever. Many people have rather enjoyed working from home and not having to
commute to a city-centre office and many employers have realised that large
expensive city-centre offices may be less necessary in future. Lockdown has
accelerated the trend towards internet shopping and this can only have a
detrimental effect on city centres and our already struggling high streets. Pubs
and the casual dining sector have suffered badly during lockdown, and many
pubs, cafes and restaurants, even those belonging to some of the well-known
chains, are expected not to reopen. Lower footfall in city centres is likely to reduce
the demand for take-away shops, although there has been a recent application for
a new fast food outlet in the former News Reading Room on Granby Street. This
may be an improvement on the empty ‘vape’ shop which has occupied this site for
some time – but it is hardly an auspicious moment to start such an enterprise.
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that we had decided, in anticipation of Government announcements, to cancel all
our planned activities up to the end of July. We were ‘ahead of the curve’, as a week
later, on 23rd March, the whole country went into lockdown and all similar events
were banned. The situation has moved on from there, but although some activities
are now allowed, with suitable face coverings and ‘social distancing’, we have not
in any sense, returned to ‘normal’. Our parent society in London has decided to
cancel all activities for the rest of the year, and although we had a full programme
of events mapped out for the autumn season, we have taken the decision not to
proceed with any of them.
None of us can know how things will develop over the next few months. Quite apart
from any rules and regulations that may be in force, it would be understandable if
many of our members did not feel confident in attending meetings for some time.
Additionally, requirements for ‘deep cleaning’ may make venues such as the Bishop
Street Church unwilling to accept lettings for groups such as ours. Therefore, rather
than arrange events and then have to cancel them at short notice, it seems
preferable to hold out the hope that it may be possible to organise some sort of
‘pop-up’ event before the end of the year, and members will be notified accordingly.
We hope to produce another newsletter in October or November, and this will
enable us to keep members updated on our plans for the future, including any
possible pre-Christmas activity that we can arrange.
So much for the implications for our Society, but what about the implications for
the Victorian built heritage that we try to protect? It is widely assumed that many
aspects of life will not return to the status quo ante for some considerable time, if
ever. Many people have rather enjoyed working from home and not having to
commute to a city-centre office and many employers have realised that large
expensive city-centre offices may be less necessary in future. Lockdown has
accelerated the trend towards internet shopping and this can only have a
detrimental effect on city centres and our already struggling high streets. Pubs
and the casual dining sector have suffered badly during lockdown, and many
pubs, cafes and restaurants, even those belonging to some of the well-known
chains, are expected not to reopen. Lower footfall in city centres is likely to reduce
the demand for take-away shops, although there has been a recent application for
a new fast food outlet in the former News Reading Room on Granby Street. This
may be an improvement on the empty ‘vape’ shop which has occupied this site for
some time – but it is hardly an auspicious moment to start such an enterprise.

The university sector is likely to be among the hardest hit. The seemingly inexorable
demand for student accommodation has prompted numerous planning applications
affecting listed buildings and conservation areas in recent years. Both our universities
have attracted a high proportion of overseas students due to their enviable
reputations in a variety of fields. Nationally, Chinese students are reported to make
up some 20% of the student population and Leicester is surely typical in this respect.
It is widely expected that the numbers of overseas students, and in particular Chinese
students, will fall dramatically in the wake of the coronavirus pandemic. Domestic
students, or their parents, may think twice before spending £9,000 per year to stay at
home and study online – this hardly seems to be what the university experience is
meant to be about! There is even talk of some of the less successful universities
becoming bankrupt and closing altogether. Whilst Leicester’s universities are unlikely
to suffer this fate, a significant reduction in student numbers in the city seems almost
inevitable, at least in the short term, and some recently built student accommodation
may become redundant. How easy it would be to re-purpose some of these units for
residential use, or to keep rough sleepers off our streets, remains to be seen.
The news that the Archbishop of Canterbury has entrusted the new Archbishop of
York to carry out a review of the future need for church buildings is likely to lead to a
significant slimming down of the Church of England estate, with a new wave of
redundant churches. Whilst this is not directly related to the coronavirus pandemic, it
seems likely that the review will be affected by it. The Church of England’s reluctance
to allow consecrated premises to be used for other activities is likely further to
exacerbate the loss of church buildings. Justin Welby’s apparent enthusiasm for a
new campaign of iconoclasm in our churches and cathedrals to appease the BLM
activists could have worrying implications for our heritage.
These developments, no matter how they pan out, are likely to mean more work for
the Victorian Society and other bodies that try to protect the best of our built
environment. In the meantime, on behalf of the Committee, we would like to send you
all our best wishes - keep safe, keep well, and we look forward to seeing you before
too long.

Buildings Sub-committee
Understandably there have been very few planning applications during the lockdown
period, and a number of scheduled meetings of the city’s Conservation Advisory Panel
have been cancelled. The most recent meeting of the panel was held by video
conferencing. However, one planning application of particular interest has recently been
received. We have been concerned for some time about the former British Steam
Specialities offices at Fleet House, Lee Circle (Frank Seale, c1903). Several proposals
to demolish this fine office building and replace it with another monolithic slab have been
turned down by the City Council, but the latest application is not of that type. For copyright
reasons we cannot reproduce the architect’s drawings of this application, but members
are recommended to look at https://planning.leicester.gov.uk/Planning/Display/20200942
Follow the link to download documents, and look in particular at the drawing referred to
as ‘Visual 1S’. This looks very encouraging, and we should be grateful to the city’s
conservation officers for their determination in holding out for an acceptable solution.
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Foundation of the Leicester Group
Liz Blood, who many of you may remember for her talk on the Victoria Park War
Memorial in October 2016, has drawn our attention to this short article, which
appeared in the Leicester Mercury back in August 1977. Leicester is currently one of
only seven regional groups of the Victorian Society – several others have been
formed but have fallen by the wayside in the intervening years.

As the article states, one of the main aims of the Group was “to enlarge membership
of the society by swelling regional participation”, and originally membership of the
Group was limited to members of the Society, although its activities have always been
open to everyone. At some point it was decided to introduce local ‘supporters’ who
could be added to our mailing list to be kept informed of our activities without joining
the national society. This arrangement, which only one other group operates, has
turned out to be a mixed blessing – whilst it has increased active membership of the
Leicester Group and helped it to survive, that increase has been at the expense of
membership of the Society nationally, enlargement of which was our original objective.
The Society campaigns nationally for Victorian buildings at risk and employs a
number of full-time caseworkers. Inevitably many of its most high-profile cases are in
London, such as its successful opposition to the demolition of the Smithfield General
Market. This campaign, spanning over 15 years, organised in conjunction with SAVE
Britain’s Heritage, was fought through high profile public inquiries in 2008 and 2014.
In June 2020 planning permission was finally given for a a £337 million scheme to
create a new home for the Museum of London in the former market.
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Campaigns outside London get less national publicity, although the ultimately
unsuccessful attempt to halt the removal of George Gilbert Scott’s pews from Bath
Abbey was widely publicised. Nearer home, the Society has fought unsuccessfully
against the demolition of the former Jessop Hospital by Sheffield University, and the
campaign for Sheffield’s Old Town Hall and Court House is still ongoing. Another
recent campaign that was successful, again in conjunction with SAVE, was against
proposals by King’s College, London, to demolish a fine group of properties in a key
position on The Strand, and replace them with another grey monolithic slab.
Much of the Society’s work goes unnoticed, but is equally important. As one of the
Statutory Amenity Societies, the Victorian Society received 6,600 notifications of
planning applications for listed building consent in 2019, over half of which were
identified as being in our period. These figures include over 700 notifications relating
to listed religious buildings, that do not go through the normal planning process. All
had to be read and reviewed, and detailed responses were made to 363 of them – not
bad for a staff of 2.8 full-time equivalent caseworkers!
One of the Society’s major initiatives is the annual ‘Top 10 Endangered Victorian
Buildings’ list, which aims to draw attention to endangered buildings of all types,
industrial, commercial, domestic and ecclesiastical with as wide a geographical
spread as possible. Inclusion in the list usually generates considerable local publicity,
which often kick-starts much-needed restoration. The recent announcement of a
£263,000 grant towards the repair of Wingfield station in Derbyshire, a tiny
masterpiece by Francis Thompson (1839), is a belated response to its inclusion on the
list in 2012. The same year saw the inclusion of the spectacular spillway to the
Butterley dam near Marsden in West Yorkshire (T&C Hawksley, 1891). Erosion had
made the original pitched stone cascade unstable and Yorkshire Water planned to
replace it with a plain concrete ramp. The Society supported local groups campaigning
for a better solution, and eventually the spillway was restored to something
approaching its former magnificence.

The restored
Butterley Spillway,
photographed a few
days before lockdown
in March 2020.
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Not all our campaigns are successful and those that are sometimes take many years
and suffer many setbacks on the way. In 2017 the list included the stupendous Great
Northern Goods Warehouse which dominates the approach to the centre of Derby
from the south. This massive building has been abandoned since the 1960s, despite
repeated promises from the owner. Inclusion in the Vic Soc Top 10 list generated
considerable publicity in the local press, and Leicester Group joint chairman Peter Ellis
appeared on radio and TV, and obtained yet another promise from the developer that
work would start on a major
refurbishment before the
end of the year. Nothing has
been done and the building
has suffered repeatedly from
vandalism and fires, most
recently in May this year.
Surely now something must
be done!

Part of the Great Northern
Railway Goods Warehouse,
Derby. In August 2017
(above) showing the last
surviving ‘taking-in’ gantry,
and, left, in May 2020.

The Victorian Society is a truly national organisation and this short article has
attempted to highlight the range and geographical spread of the causes for which it
campaigns. If you care about our Victorian heritage, nationally as well as locally, and
are not already a member, please consider joining. All charities are going to struggle
in the wake of the Coronavirus pandemic, and they need your support now more than
ever. Members of the Society living in Leicester and Leicestershire are automatically
members of the Group and do not need to pay an additional subscription to be on our
mailing list. In addition, members receive a regular magazine, The Victorian, which,
along with interesting articles also details conservation issues being pursued by the
Society. The easiest way to join the Society is through its website:
http://victoriansociety.org.uk
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Recent Leicester Group Activities
Tuesday 4th February 2020
The 1910 Homecoming – a talk by Cynthia Brown
Following the AGM In February (reported in the last newsletter), honorary President
Cynthia Brown gave us a fascinating talk on an extraordinary fortnight-long event that
took place in Leicester in September 1910, widely publicised at the time but hardly
remembered today. The Leicester ‘Homecoming’ was based on a North American
idea. During the 19th Century many Americans moved from small rural towns and
villages to the growing industrial cities and ‘Homecoming’ events welcomed them
back, celebrating their success, offering them as role models and showing them that
the ‘old place’ had moved on in their absence.
In Leicester it all began with a gift of Folwell’s pork pies sent by Edwin Crew, editor of
the Midland Free Press, to friends in Milwaukee, Wisconsin in 1908. One recipient
was Henry Hill, an old Leicestrian who was by then superintendent of the F Mayer
Boot and Shoe Company in Milwaukee. This large undertaking occupied a factory
known locally as ‘the fortress’, and as well as producing over 9,000 pairs of shoes a
day it also carried out tanning and leather production.

The F Mayer Boot and Shoe factory in Milwaukee (1892). Following a $55 million
refurbishment scheme completed in 2018,‘The Fortress’ now contains 132 luxury
apartments and 25,000 square feet of retail space.

This gift gave Hill the idea of promoting a ‘homecoming’ to Leicester, and with the help
of Leicester’s Mayor, Councillor George Chitham, an ambitious programme of civic
functions, entertainments and edifying visits was organised; invitations were issued,
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and word was passed around the globe. In the event, over 300 visitors came from the
US, Canada and towns and cities throughout the Empire, colonies and dominions and
beyond including South and West Africa, India, New Zealand and Australia, Hawaii,
China and even Madagascar. Attendees were registered at a bureau beneath the
Grand Hotel in Granby Street and the visitors’ book listed their occupations including
businessmen, doctors, teachers and even missionaries.
Proceedings began with a
‘presentation of credentials’ to the
Mayor by Henry Hill. The
following days saw a motor tour of
Bradgate Park organised by the
Leicestershire Automobile Club
(where a group photo was taken
in front of the ruins and the group
then sang ‘The Star Spangled
Banner’ and ‘God Save the King’);
a gala in Abbey Park with
‘ornamental swimming’ and a
cricket match; a tour of the
suburbs by gaily decorated tram,
a torchlit evening procession from
Victoria Park (which attracted ‘immense crowds’) and visits to local businesses
including Raven’s hosiery factory in Wheat Street, the Fielding Johnson spinning works
in West Bond Street, British United Shoe Machinery and Freeman Hardy Willis. There
were recitals by Leicester Choral Combination and Mr F Pickett’s Bijou Orchestra, an
event at the Temperance Hall and a civic reception at which Henry Hill presented
Leicester with a ‘masonic jewel’. To cap it all, the recently crowned George V and
Queen Mary sent their best wishes to Edwin Crew by telegram from Balmoral.
Was it a success? It certainly reunited families. George Green who had been Mayor
in 1894 and Henry Hill, who had emigrated in the 1860s, met relatives they hadn’t seen
for 50 years, and Hill met a younger brother he had never seen. It was also a very
popular spectacle. The idea of ‘putting Leicester on the map’ by showcasing its civic
and industrial achievements was far-sighted and, at a time of increasing trade
protectionism and jingoism, the Mayor was justified in praising its contribution to
international understanding and brotherhood. But, as Cynthia pointed out, there were
noticeable absences. Costs had to be met privately, ensuring that most ‘homecomers’
were well-to-do people with independent means who could afford time off. There were
very few women and no children. Leicester’s ordinary working people only participated
as observers, usually of the evening events, because proposals for half day factory
holidays were rejected on the grounds that loss of wages might cause hardship.
Despite enthusiastic promises to do it all again, there was never another Homecoming
and no other towns are known to have held one. Perhaps the impact of the Great War
and the altered social and economic landscape of the post-war years made it
impossible. Or perhaps people began to recognise the paradox of celebrating those
who had ‘made good’ only as a result of leaving!
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Tuesday 3rd March 2020
At the Mighty Organ – Victorian Town Halls and their Organs
This live music lecturerecital was something new
for the Leicester Group
and happily it proved to be
a popular subject that
attracted a large and
enthusiastic audience.
The second half of the 19th
century was a golden era
for the building of both
town halls and large-scale
pipe organs. Often the two
came together as few
Victorian town halls were
without a grand public hall,
the centrepiece of which
was almost invariably a magnificent organ. Through concerts given by the leading
players of the day, these giant instruments helped to raise funds for the maintenance
of the halls. There was a profusion of music written specially for these occasions,
much of which is still heard today.
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In this joint presentation, Leicester Group co-chair, Neil Crutchley, discussed the
town halls and their often magnificently decorated organ cases and Thomas Keogh,
organist of Leicester’s Holy Cross Priory Church, played music of the period using the
splendid 3-manual organ of our regular meeting venue, Bishop Street Church.
The town halls chosen ranged from the classically-styled Birmingham, Leeds and
Liverpool and the high Victorian Gothic of Manchester and Rochdale, to the
Renaissance style of Huddersfield and the Edwardian Baroque of Hull and Walsall. The
one thing all these magnificent town halls had in common was a Great Hall complete
with organ. Unusually, Leicester’s attractive Queen Anne style town hall has neither.
The splendour of both the buildings and their interiors was clear from the excellent
series of images shown. Neil discussed the architecture and the instruments, some of
which had nearly a hundred stops and when ‘flat out’ could probably be heard on the
other side of town! He also talked about the organists who performed on these vast
instruments. They were the ‘big names’ of the day, who toured the world giving recitals,
often including their own compositions. Astoundingly, two of these player/composers;
Alfred Hollins of Hull and William Wolstenholme of Blackburn were blind from birth.
The music, which was
interspersed throughout
the presentation, couldn’t
have had a better
advocate than Thomas
Keogh. From the very
opening of the first piece,
the rollicking Sortie in
B Flat by Lefebure-Wely,
we were gripped by the
style and virtuosity of the
playing – especially as
we could watch him at the
console. This was a
whirlwind of a piece that
had echoes of the
fairground about it.
There was a good mixture of items; some lively, such as the Trumpet Minuet by
Hollins and the resounding closing work – again by Lefebure-Wely and quieter pieces
such as Sunset Hour by Hugh Blair, Wolstenholme’s Allegretto and the innocently
titled Andantino by the thrice-married ‘Playboy organist’ Edwin Lemare, which turned
out to be none other than the popular song Moonlight and Roses!
All these pieces had one thing in common: tunefulness. They were written to be
enjoyable and entertaining and this came across very effectively in what was an
informative and stylish presentation.
Opposite top: The splendidly decorated pipes of Birmingham’s Town Hall organ;
below: Manchester Town Hall; this page: The organ of Leeds Town Hall.
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Dreaming of Spires …
Demolition of the medieval spire of St Mary de
Castro a few years ago has changed, possibly for
ever, one of the classic views of Leicester. This
prompted co-chairman Neil Crutchley to consider
the Victorian spires planned but never executed, or
built and subsequently demolished, and what the
Leicester skyline would look like today if they had all
survived.
Church spires make impressive landmarks and even
today the spire is often the most prominent building
in a small town. Leicester still has a number of
spires, but in our present age they have to compete
with ugly high-rise blocks. Nevertheless, it would be
interesting to speculate on how different the city’s
skyline would have looked if all the proposed spires
had been built - and if those now demolished were
still standing.
Many Victorian churches in Leicester were designed with spires but not all of them
were built. Those that never got off the drawing board include St Paul’s, Kirby Road;
St Matthew’s, Montreal Road; St Michael and All Angels, Melton Road, Belgrave;
St Leonard’s Woodgate and St James the Greater, London Road (this was to have
had a striking Italianate campanile rather than a spire as such). Of those churches,
St Matthew’s (GG Scott, 1865-7) and St Leonard’s (Ordish & Traylen, 1876) have
now been demolished.

View along Glenfield Road, c1900, towards St Andrew’s Methodist Church, (spire
removed in 1954) with the apse of St Paul’s, Kirby Road, on the right (spire never built).
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Churches that have had their spires
removed include Gilbert Scott’s St John
the Divine, Albion Street (1853-4),
removed in 1950; St Luke’s Humberstone
Road (Bellamy and Hardy,1867-8), whole
church demolished in 1949; St George’s
Rutland Street (William Parsons, 182327), the spire was taken down after the
disastrous fire of 1911; St Andrew’s
Methodist Church, King Richard’s Road
(Redfern & Sawday, 1879) spire removed
in 1954 and St Peter’s Highfields (GE
Street, 1872-4) spire removed in 1968.
There was also a spire on St Nicholas
Church in the city centre, but that went at
the beginning of the 19th century.

Ordish & Traylen’s unexecuted design for
St Paul’s, Kirby Road.

That makes a surprising total of no less
than eleven extra spires in different parts
of Leicester. Some of those spires would
have dominated the surrounding area
such as Ordish & Traylen’s superb
design for the 190 foot spire of St Paul’s
(1871), which would have been just a few
yards away from the lofty spire of the St
Andrew’s Methodist Church, diagonally
opposite. These two spires, close
together on rising ground, would have
created a stunning piece of townscape,
visible for miles around.

St James the Greater (HL Goddard, 1899-1914) is another church on high ground
and its 180 foot Italianate campanile would have been a striking landmark at the
London Road entrance to the fashionable suburb of Stoneygate.
The colossal tower and spire proposed for the south west entrance to St Michael and
All Angels, Belgrave (George Vialls, 1885-7), could have been the most spectacular
of all, if the architect’s drawings are anything to go by. Again, sited at the top of a hill,
just beyond the Melton Turn, it would have been by far the tallest structure in the city’s
northern suburbs.
Given Joseph Hansom’s connections with the area and his work in Leicester
including the ‘Pork Pie Chapel’ and the Nonconformist Proprietary School (now the
Museum) on New Walk, his 1849 additions to the Roman Catholic Holy Cross Priory
are relatively modest, confined principally to the Lady Chapel. Perhaps with a
wealthier patron, or a more Catholic clientele, Leicester might have had something to
rival Preston’s St Walburge, of 1867, soaring to 309 feet - now that would certainly
have made an impact on the Leicester skyline!
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What Leicester might have had …
JA Hansom’s St Walburge, Preston.
�
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