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Leicester Union HQ listed by English Heritage
Following an application by the Leicester Group of the Victorian Society, English
Heritage has listed (Grade II) the former head office of The Boot and Shoe Operatives
Union. The building, on St James Street, off Humberstone Gate, dates from 1901-2,
and was designed by the Leicester firm of Harrison & Hattrell.
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The Boot and Shoe Operatives Union had two branches in Leicester, and this building
served them both as well as being the National Headquarters of the Union, the only
national union HQ in the city. Reflecting Leicester’s strong radical working class
traditions, the Union was at the time proud to proclaim that the work for the building
was wholly undertaken by trade union labour and under the best trade union
conditions.
The introduction of machinery into the boot and shoe industry met with less
resistance in Leicester than in other centres like Northampton and Stafford, with the
result that more footwear came to be manufactured here than anywhere else in
Britain. The Union was founded in Stafford in 1874 with a membership of 4,000 but
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the headquarters were moved to Leicester in 1876, reflecting the rise of Leicester’s
boot and shoe industry. By the time the current building was constructed in 1902 the
Union had 28,000 members nationally, 8,000 of them in Leicester.
Largely intact, and incorporating a hall to seat 700, the building has an ‘imposing
classical façade’ of white Hollington stone with brick infill and a polished Aberdeen
granite plinth. Much of the impressive interior survives with maple parquet flooring,
Roman Ionic columns of polished Devonshire marble and elaborate foliate
plasterwork.
English Heritage particularly noted the survival of the strong rooms with their ironreinforced doors by Gardiner Sons & Co and internal and external decorative
wrought-ironwork by Gimson & Co, of Leicester. Well-known for their massive beam
engines at Abbey Pumping Station and Claymills (Burton-on-Trent), Gimsons’
architectural ironwork tends to receive less attention.
English Heritage stated that “the building adds considerably to the understanding of
the history of the Trade Union movement in a national context and the social and
economic development of the industrial heritage of the city”.
The large hall provided a venue for the Leicester Trades Council, and it soon became
a central meeting place for all local trade unions. Many politicians spoke there,
including Ramsay MacDonald, who was a Leicester MP from 1906-18.
In 1971 the National Union of Boot and Shoe Operatives merged with several other
small unions and St James Street was subsequently vacated. In 1978 the Shree
Swaminarayam Mission acquired the building, and they continued to use it until
recently, whilst making very few significant alterations to the interior. A proposal to
convert the building to flats would, however, have compromised the integrity of this
rare survival, and it was this that prompted our application for listing.
The English Heritage Inspector described the building as an assured composition
with an impressive front elevation expressing strength and stability; they noted the
exuberant detailing of the interior exhibited in the variety of good quality materials
used to dramatic effect. Its historic interest derives from the contribution it makes to
the understanding of the history of the Trade Union movement, both locally and
nationally, and as a symbol of Leicester’s significance to the national boot and shoe
industry and its strong radical working class traditions. The high degree of survival of
both the 1902 exterior and the interior provide a virtually complete example of a
purpose built, early 20th century office.
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X marks the spot - see article opposite
This modest cross (right) set into the roadway outside
Wetherspoon’s ‘High Cross’; marks the original site of
Leicester’s High Cross. The re-erected fragment (far right)
was photographed from this spot.
Image of Reynolds Steer painting opposite
courtesy of Leicester Arts & Museums Service
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X marks the spot . . .

set in granite in the carriageway of Highcross Street marks the site of
Leicester’s 16th century High Cross. For centuries this was the High Street, the most
important thoroughfare in the town and it ran from the North Gate to the South Gate.
There is a wonderfully evocative picture entitled
‘Christmas Eve, High Cross Market, Leicester,’
painted in 1900 by the Victorian artist Henry
Reynolds Steer. It depicts the High Cross, built
to protect the market from the elements. The
elegant High Cross takes centre stage, with the
Town Waits, the town’s official musicians,
playing carols in the foreground. Fine timber
framed buildings, some with swinging signs,
grace the street, a horse and cart and a
smattering of people complete the snowy scene.
It shows life in medieval Leicester as being
almost idyllic!
The old High Cross consisted of eight pillars in a
circle, surmounted by an eight sided dome. It
gradually fell into disrepair and by 1773 it had
been pulled down to allow carriages to pass by.
The single remaining pillar with a metal cross on
top, has had many homes since then, including The Crescent in King Street.
In 1923 the Victorian architect and politician, Arthur Wakerley had an ancient house
moved “brick by brick and timber by timber” from Highcross Street to Crown Hills, for
his daughter Gwendolen. He then bought The Crescent to obtain the High Cross pillar
and it was then re-sited in Gwendolen’s
garden. Thirty years later it was moved to
the garden of the Newarke Houses
Museum. The Leicester Rotary Club
celebrated their 60th birthday in 1977 by
moving it again, this time to Cheapside
near the new market.
It is a pleasing conclusion that on the
10th of October 2014, the surviving
sandstone pillar from the High Cross
was re-erected in Jubilee Square, close
to its original site, and close to the
modern Highcross Shopping Centre,
which perpetuates its memory.
Carole Face
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Chairman’s Report - Year Ended December 2014
l am pleased to report that our Group continues in a healthy state and, as detailed in
the Treasurer's report, has returned to profit.
We continue to liaise closely with the national Society and in April Peter Ellis and I
attended a meeting of Regional Groups in Sheffield. We were able to discuss the
problems that we each have and different ways of approaching them. We were also
able to discuss with representatives from HQ how we could better liaise with them.
We also co-operate with other conservation groups in the City, in particular the Leicestershire
Industrial History Society, Friends of Welford Road Cemetery and the Civic Society. Such
co-operation is greatly assisted by our participation in meetings of the Heritage Partnership.
This Group, established by the City Mayor, Sir Peter Soulsby, meets quarterly to exchange
information and to ensure close liaison with the City Council Conservation Team. One project
which has arisen from this is the long overdue provision of information boards around notable
landmarks in the City. I also represent the Society on the Conservation Advisory Panel
which meets monthly to advise on planning applications relating to listed buildings and
conservation areas.
During 2014 we held a series of lectures and in the summer we organised a series of
trips and guided walks. Attendances at the talks and on the trips appear to be healthy
but we always welcome suggestions for possible speakers or places to visit.
Since the acquisition in 2012 by the National Trust of Ernest Gimson's cottage in
Ulverscroft, preparations for its opening have proceeded apace. I paid a visit in
October prior to the planned opening in February 2015 and was most impressed with
the work done, and thoroughly recommend a visit.
The Group could not of course function without the work of the Committee who I
should like to thank for their continued hard work and support, including Carl Klan who
was elected at the last AGM. I am pleased to report that all have expressed a
willingness to continue in office.
I would like to thank our President, Richard Gill and the three Vice-Presidents (Cynthia
Brown, Colin Hyde and Rowan Roenisch) for their help and assistance throughout the year.
I conclude with two rather sad items. ln July we heard of the death of Geoff Simpson,
who was one of the earliest members of the Group. He stepped down from our
Committee some years ago, due to his many other commitments, including his role
as a Deputy Lord Lieutenant of the County. He participated regularly in the activities
of the Group, and was always extremely helpful, and at our last AGM he was elected
as one of our Vice-Presidents. He will be greatly missed.
We also lost Violet Lees, mother of our Committee member Grahame. She had
reached the age of 100 and until recently was a member of the national Society and
a regular attendee at our meetings.
Jon Goodall
Chairman
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Buildings Sub-Committee Report - Year Ended December 2014
I reported last year that the supposed upturn in the economy had not yet resulted in
many major developments in the city. This situation continued in 2014, and several
of the monthly meetings of the Conservation Advisory Panel (CAP) have been
cancelled due to the lack of Agenda items. In connection with CAP I should mention
that Jenny Timothy (Senior Conservation Officer at the City Council) has recently
resigned after some five years in the post. l have personally always found her (and
her team) very helpful and easy to work with; I look forward to continuing this
relationship with her successor.

Significant areas of activity or concern
St Luke’s Chapel Leicester Royal Infirmary
There has been much controversy over the planned demolition of this building to
enable construction of a new Accident and Emergency Unit. Some ten years ago we
attempted to have the chapel listed, but our application was turned down on the
grounds that the building itself was of no great architectural merit or historical
importance. What makes it attractive are the fixtures and fittings (stained glass,
memorial plaques etc). The Hospital Trust has pledged to retain these and
incorporate them in a new faith centre, so the Society has reluctantly agreed to
withdraw its opposition to demolition.
OTHER PLACES OF WORSHIP
St Barnabas (Goddard and Paget 1884-86) Following the grant of planning
permission last year, the Church Commissioners have now accepted plans by
Mr E Sabat to convert this into a
banqueting/function hall. Given the excellent
work done by Mr Sabat on the former St
Mark’s Church, we have supported his
application.
St Saviour’s (George Gilbert Scott 1877)
There has been little interest in finding new
uses for this magnificent building. Sadly
therefore it continues to deteriorate and to
suffer from vandalism.
St Peter’s Highfields (GE Street 1872-74)
Applications for funding continue. The aim
essentially is to increase the worship space by
removing the screen which divides the nave,
thus restoring its original appearance, and also
to construct new office space. An excellent
history of the church and its surrounding area
has recently been produced by one of our
Committee members, Paul Griffiths.
St Barnabas
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St Paul's, Kirby Road (Ordish and Traylen 1871) A few years ago plans to turn this
into offices and meeting rooms were approved. Nothing more occurred at that time,
but very recently some slightly revised plans have been submitted, and we await
developments with interest.
Leicester Cathedral Planned alterations in connection with the re-burial of Richard
III would have involved removing much of the high quality Victorian work and other
later alterations carried out when it was upgraded to a cathedral. These were strongly
opposed by a number of conservation societies but differences have now been
resolved, and work is now in hand ready for the re-burial ceremony in March.
OTHER BUILDINGS
Silver Arcade (Amos Hall 1899) This has now been open for over a year but
occupancy remains patchy. Only very recently has a part of the ground floor been let.
Master Hosier’s House, 3 Darker Street This former workshop with adjoining house
for the owner has been in a state of decay for many years, despite statements from
owners that repair work was imminent. Some plans have now been submitted to
convert it into recording studios with associated living quarters and offices. lt is a
disgrace that the building was allowed to deteriorate to its present condition.
NatWest Bank, St Martins (Everard and Pick 1900) At long last some suitable
plans have been submitted to convert the former banking hall into a restaurant with
minimal alterations to the structure.
Former Boot and Shoe Operatives Union HQ, St James Street (1902) We have
submitted a listing application for this building to English Heritage. It has recently
been used as a Hindu temple, but the exterior and much of the interior has been very
little altered.
(Since this report was presented at the AGM we have been advised that EH have
listed this building Grade II - see cover story.)
Other Items
It is pleasing to note that the updated ‘Local Heritage Asset Register’ has at long last
been released, incorporating the former ‘Local List’. Structures on this list have now
all been reassessed on standardised criteria.
Current members of the Sub-Committee are: Jon Goodall, Peter Ellis, Gwyn Jones,
Janet and Richard Lawrence, Grahame Lees, Rowan Roenisch, Mike Taylor, and
Melissa Thompson.
We are grateful to Janet and Richard Lawrence for hosting our meetings
Jon Goodall
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Treasurer’s Report – 2014
A copy of the 2014 balance sheet was distributed at the AGM on 3rd February,
reporting a healthy surplus of £534.99, compared with a loss of £319 last year. This
shows that, even though we have not put up admission charges, fees for the mailing
list subscription or the standard charge for our local walks, relatively minor changes
can have a significant impact on our overall results.
We have had a faster take-up of mailing list renewals this year, and attendance at
meetings has been up, reflected in the higher figure for donations at the door, which
are up by over £100 from the same number of meetings. I would also like to report a
generous donation from Eileen Chambers derived from the sale of a number of books
collected over the years. Our activities have been quite successful, particularly some
of the local walks which continue to be a more reliable source of income than coach
trips to places further afield – overall results this year were over £200 better, helped
by a surplus on the Birmingham Trip.
Last year we had a higher than normal level of expenses, due to the decision to print
leaflets advertising the group. There is still a good stock of these, and we appeal to
anyone who thinks they may be able to get them displayed to get in touch with a
member of the committee. Other expenses are more or less comparable with last
year – room hire for our meetings continues to rise – it is now £70 each time we use
the room at Wellington Street.
We made one donation during the year, which in a way served a dual purpose. St
James the Greater is one of the finest late Victorian and Edwardian buildings in the city,
and we were able to make a donation to St James in memory of Geoff Simpson, a
long-time friend and supporter of the Group, whose death was announced in July. For
the last 12 years my remarks at the AGM have included an acknowledgement to Geoff
for his role as Examiner of the accounts. I am pleased to say that Carl Klan has taken
over this task, and I would like to thank him for his assistance.
With regard to membership, the number of national members living in our catchment
area continues to decline, and there are now just 58. When I took on this job in 2002
I was reporting a figure of over 90. It would seem that our experience is shared by
other regional groups, and the Society is becoming even more London centred. Local
mailing list membership is 26 at the moment, with 12 members still to renew – this
has been pretty consistent at around 38-40 throughout my term as membership
secretary.
It may be relevant at this point to report that, at long last, Leicester is planning to host
the Society’s ‘Saving a Century’ exhibition, curated by Gavin Stamp. The exhibition
will be displayed at Bishop Street Church during June 2015. We will be asking for
volunteers to be in attendance throughout this period if possible, and this should be
an opportunity to increase public awareness of the Victorian Society in general, and
of the Regional Group, and hence attract new members.
Peter Ellis
Treasurer & Membership Secretary
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Recent Leicester Group Activities
Tanky Smith and the Winstanley Mystery
A talk by Michael Robinson – Tuesday 4th November 2014
The story of Francis 'Tanky' Smith is well known in Leicester. Smith was the first
detective to be employed by the new Borough Police Force, established in 1836.
When he retired in 1864, he became Leicester's first private detective, and made his
reputation when hired by the Winstanleys of Braunstone Hall to look for their missing
son, James Beaumont Winstanley. Smith traced him to Germany and personally
found his body. Smith was very well rewarded by the Winstanleys and invested the
money in the attractive building now known as Top Hat Terrace on London Road. Or
so goes the accepted story. Michael Robinson gave a talk which set out to challenge
and offer alternative theories to this tale.
Winstanley was 30 years old, educated at Rugby and Oxford and the High Sheriff of
Leicester. He was a traveller, art lover and writer, fluent in French. He had never lived for
more than six months in any one place. His final journey began in June 1862, after an
argument with his mother. He made his way to Folkestone to meet his sister and pick up
his mail. He left the hotel there without his luggage and was never seen alive again.
The story moved on to the outskirts of Koblenz, then in Prussia, where the body of a
drowned man was discovered on 12th July. The description in the local press was
completely different from the English description. The unidentified body was buried
two days later. Presumably acting on information received, members of Winstanley’s
domestic staff and his Under-Sheriff made the journey to Koblenz to identify the
luggage of the unknown drowning victim – without success as his own luggage had
been left in Folkestone.
It was at this stage that Tanky Smith was dispatched to Koblenz – but as he was still
employed by the Borough Police Force he went in his official capacity as a Police
Inspector, not as a private detective. His remit was to arrange for the exhumation of
the mystery body. Winstanley was finally identified by his shirt studs and cufflinks.
So what caused the death of Winstanley? The speaker ruled out accident and murder;
and the fact that Winstanley was buried in a consecrated Catholic cemetery would
preclude suicide. For a solution, Michael Robinson referred to the museum of Auguste
Comte in Paris. Comte was a pioneer in the discipline of sociology and the doctrine of
positivism: Winstanley had met Richard Congreve, the founder of positivism, at Oxford.
According to the speaker, in the museum he found the only photograph of Winstanley
and confirmation that he died of natural causes: possibly multiple sclerosis, a theory
supported by Winstanley having only gained a 4th class degree due to illness.
Perhaps the most striking contention put forward in the talk is that there is no
contemporary evidence of the Winstanley family making any payment to Tanky Smith,
let alone the large amount that would have been needed to build Top Hat Terrace.
An interesting theory and certainly one to encourage further research into one of
Leicester’s more colourful characters.
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Joseph Roberts - A Grocer of Distinction
A talk by Brian Johnson - Tuesday 2nd December 2014
This talk was fascinating on a number of counts. Firstly it dealt with a local firm that was
familiar to most Leicester folk for generations; secondly it told us about a businessman
who was in many ways a pioneer in good staff relations; and thirdly the illustrations
provided a wonderful trip down ‘Memory Lane’ for anyone interested in household
goods and their packaging as they were in the first 60 years or so of the 20th century.
Finally, the presentation was given by a former employee of the firm.
Joseph Roberts was born in Nottingham in 1806 and came to Leicester as a young
man and worked for a grocer in Highcross Street. However it wasn’t long before he
set up on his own and soon became established as one of the town’s leading grocers
with premises first in Southgate Street then in Welford Road. Later the firm became
wholesale grocers, supplying goods to local businesses. Such was Roberts’ business
acumen that in a few years he was the largest wholesale grocer in the Midlands, with
offices in London and Liverpool. He was the first provisions merchant in Britain to
import Danish bacon!
With
imposing
office
premises in High Street,
which led through to a vast
warehouse in Freeschool
Lane,
Roberts
and
Roberts (he was joined in
business by his son, also
Joseph) was a well
established company. In
the first 65 years of the
20th
century
their
distinctive delivery vans
A 1971 picture of Roberts’ premises in High Street, together with were a familiar sight on
adjoining properties all empty - a sign in one window reads
the roads of the city and
“The Siege of Leicester”
county. However, as time
went on, shopping habits changed. Despite many subsequent changes of ownership,
the business survives as a cash and carry under the Bookers name, after deserting its
town centre premises it is now housed in a modern warehouse in Murrayfield Road.
Joseph Roberts held no official position in the town, but was a stalwart of Bishop
Street Methodist Church, where a memorial stone was erected, though this is now
sadly neglected. He was a kind and generous employer who took his entire workforce
out on annual day trips and on his death in 1878 left each of his employees with five
years’ service the sum of five guineas. The esteem in which he was held is borne out
by the fact that his funeral cortege to Welford Road Cemetery consisted of 20
vehicles. Six of his employees acted as coffin-bearers.
It was gratifying to note that a number of former employees of Roberts and Roberts
joined us for this impeccably researched talk.
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Victorian Church Music – the great, the good and the awful
A talk by David Fisher - Tuesday 6th January 2015
We started with the ‘awful’, with examples of how low musical standards were at the
start of the 19th century. David then illustrated some of the factors which in time
produced the ‘good’ and the ‘great’. These included the enduring popularity of Handel
and ‘The Messiah’, the construction of large town halls requiring music to fill them,
better hymn writing, the emergence of choral societies, an organ building bonanza
and improvements to musical education. There were notable composers too, such
as John Goss, John Stainer, Samuel Sebastian Wesley, Charles Villiers Stanford,
Edward Elgar and Hubert Parry. Technological developments in printing allowed the
mass production of sheet music which, in turn, encouraged the composition of simple
and tuneful pieces for church and chapel choirs, some of these being more
successful than others!

Help to promote the Victorian Society
The Victorian Society’s travelling exhibition, Saving
a Century, will be in Leicester from 27th May to 24th
June 2015. Through the kindness of Bishop Street
Methodist Church it will be displayed in the Church,
Monday to Saturday 10 am to 4 pm.
Their cafe will be serving refreshments.
We would like to have a rota of members to talk to
visitors and give out local and national membership
leaflets.
A rota is being drawn up, and if you feel able to
spend the odd day, or half a day, talking to visitors
about the Society and its work, please contact
Carole Face on 0116 267 5946.

Summer Visits Programme - 2015
The booking form (green sheet) is sent to members, but is also available online at
http://goo.gl/qQSOsa

Tuesday 19th May
Burton-on-Trent - full day coach tour
Our first stop will be St Chad’s church (GF Bodley 1907-10), “The best building by far
in Burton, and one of Bodley’s late masterpieces” (Pevsner). St Chad’s was paid for
by the widow of Michael Bass, 1st Lord Burton, the most famous of Burton’s brewing
barons, so it is fitting that our next visit is to the Brewery Centre, to learn about the
history and development of the industry that made Victorian Burton famous
throughout the world. Finally we make for the Gothic Town Hall, paid for by two
generations of the Bass family in 1878 and 1894. When first built it was the St Paul’s
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Institute, but became the Town Hall in 1894, when Lord Burton also paid for Bodley
to make major additions to St Paul’s church next door. There may be time to visit St
Paul’s before we leave at approx 4.15 pm.
Cost: £25.00 - including admission to Brewery Museum
Coach pick-up at Premier Inn, Narborough Road South at 8.45 am
Closing date for bookings 28th April (see green sheet)

Thursday 11th June
Ratcliffe Road and Swallowcroft - walk led by Richard Gill & Neil Crutchley
Ratcliffe Road contains some of Leicester’s most impressive domestic architecture.
Situated in a locality favoured by the town’s wealthy business and professional men,
the houses were designed by many of our leading local architects. Some of the larger
properties (including the now demolished Ratcliffe House) were conceived as ‘mini
estates’ and their owners dubbed ‘urban squires’ such was their wealth and influence.
On this walk we shall examine both the architectural and social history of these
houses and will be privileged to see the interior of one: number 36 ‘Swallowcroft’,
designed by Amos Hall (Silver Arcade, Grand Hotel), once the home of architect
James Stockdale Harrison and featuring a number of fine panelled doors and
decorative fireplaces. For many years now it has been the home of local members Mr
and Mrs Peter Carr, who will show us round.
Cost: £5.00
Meet at the corner of Ratcliffe Road and London Road at 7.00 pm
Closing date for bookings 29th May (see green sheet)
Additional activities are being planned for July to September - details in next newsletter
Published by the Leicester Group: For further details please contact
Chairman: Jon Goodall - 0116 239 3744 - jonlihs@hotmail.com
75 Kings Drive, Leicester Forest East, Leicester LE3 3JE
Membership: Peter Ellis - 01455 291694 - ellisdesign@talktalk.net
Events Bookings: Grahame Lees - 0116 238 7760
http://www.victoriansociety.org.uk/leicester/
The views expressed in this newsletter are those of the contributors and do not necessarily
represent those of the Editor or of The Victorian Society.
The Victorian Society, 1 Priory Gardens, London W4 1TT
Registered as a Charity No 1081435 and a Company limited by guarantee
Registered in England, No 3940996. Registered office as above
è

All lectures take place, unless otherwise stated, in the Small Hall (Room 3) of
The Leicester Adult Education College, Wellington Street, Leicester at 7.30 pm.
Our meetings are open to all, but we ask all attendees, whether or not they are
members, to register in order to comply with Fire Regulations, and to make
a contribution of £2.50 per person
towards the costs of room hire and other expenses.
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Lecture Programme - Winter 2014-15
Tuesday 3rd March 2015

The Holiness of Beauty – Bodley and the Aesthetic Movement
Michael Hall
George Frederick Bodley was one of the greatest Victorian architects, but strangely
his name is often overshadowed by Scott, Waterhouse, Street and Burges, and he
has been described as the "forgotten man of the Gothic Revival". What cannot be
forgotten once seen are his spectacular churches such as Holy Angels, Hoar Cross
in Staffordshire, the glorious chapel of St Mary the Virgin at Clumber Park in
Nottinghamshire and St Chad’s, Burton-on-Trent, that we plan to visit on one of our
outings this summer.
Michael Hall is a distinguished
architectural historian, and his
sumptuous new book, George
Frederick Bodley and the Later
Gothic Revival in Britain and
America, should restore Bodley
to his rightful place in the
pantheon.
We are extremely grateful to
Michael Hall for offering to come
to Leicester in place of Hilary
Grainger who was obliged to
cancel her planned visit at short
notice.
Hilary’s talk on
‘Crematoria to Die For’ will, we
hope, be re-scheduled for a
later date.

Holy Angels, Hoar Cross

Tuesday 14th April 2015

British Art Nouveau Tiles, Faience and Terracotta
Hans van Lemmen
This colourfully illustrated talk will consider the main developments in British Art
Nouveau tiles, faience and terracotta. It will examine how these artefacts were made
and decorated, highlight the output of major designers and manufacturers and look
at practical applications in buildings, including prominent examples in Leicester.
Actual specimens of Art Nouveau tiles will be shown at the end of the talk.
Hans van Lemmen was educated in Holland and taught art and design history at Leeds
Polytechnic and Leeds Metropolitan University. He is a founder member of the Tiles and
Architectural Ceramics Society and at present serves as its President. His publications
include Tiles in Architecture, Victorian Tiles, Art Nouveau Tiles, and Art Deco Tiles.
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