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The former HSBC bank on the corner of Granby Street and Bishop Street is one of
Leicester’s best-loved buildings. Designed by Joseph Goddard as the Head Office of
the Leicestershire Banking Company, it was opened in 1874. The LBC became part
of the Midland Bank, and then HSBC, who abandoned this spectacular building after
130 years as a bank in favour of a more modern building nearby.
After some years of neglect, the premises were acquired by the International Society
for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON) who use the main banking hall as a worship
space, and intend to open the rest of the building for social and cultural activities.
They are justly proud of the building, and are determined that whatever they do
should preserve or enhance its original character. The banking hall is dominated by
a wall of stained glass facing on to Granby Street, and ISKCON have recently
secured a grant from the Heritage Lottery Fund which will enable the windows to be
repaired and restored by stained glass artist Derek Hunt of Limelight Studios. The
work is scheduled to be completed by the end of the March 2016.
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ISKCON have built up a relationship with the Leicester Group, and they have
discussed a number of their plans with us. We in turn have been pleased to support
them in applications which preserve the essential character of this landmark building.
Members of the Group were able to make a visit one evening last summer, to see for
themselves the progress that has been made.
Explaining the importance of HLF support, Jonathan Platt, Head of Heritage Lottery
Fund East Midlands, said: “HLF recognises and appreciates ISKCON’s commitment
to the heritage of this grade II* listed property and we are keen to work with them on
this project. Thanks to National Lottery players, the HLF grant will help to rescue this
significant building, conserve it for future generations and promote the sustainability
of historical buildings in Leicester.”

Two views of the stained glass windows.

Leicester Group AGM - 2nd February 2016
The AGM of the Leicester Group was held on Tuesday 2nd February. The existing
committee and officers were re-elected en bloc with the exception of Grahame Lees,
who announced his wish to stand down from the main committee. We are grateful to
Grahame, one of the group’s earliest members, for all his work over the years.
The Treasurer reported a small loss for the year 2015 of £113. There were a number
of exceptional reasons for this loss, but the Group remains in a healthy financial
position with approx £6,000 on deposit. Falling membership numbers continue to be
a concern, with just 57 members of the Victorian Society living in our catchment area,
together with around 35 local mailing list subscribers.
A major area of expense is the cost of hiring a room at the Adult Education Centre for
our meetings, currently £80 per session. In discussion it was agreed that, whilst there
are some advantages in having a city centre venue for our meetings, the committee
should investigate lower cost options and report back to members.
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Chairmen’s Report - 2015
Neil Crutchley and Peter Ellis, Acting Joint Chairmen of the Group, delivered the
following report at the AGM held on 2nd February.
Any report of the last year must start with the death of Jon Goodall on 22nd May. Jon
had been Chairman of the Leicester Group for almost 15 years, and during that time
had worked tirelessly on behalf of the Group and the wider Victorian Society. After
Jon’s death, the committee met to decide on a way forward, and as part of this
exercise we drew up a list of all the things which Jon had done on a regular basis –
ranging from booking the room for our meetings to representing the Group on various
related organisations, and reporting back to the committee, acting as the point of
contact for media interviews and comments on proposals affecting the city’s Victorian
buildings, and generally being the ‘front man’ for the Society in Leicester. No-one on
the committee felt able to take on the entirety of what Jon had done, and it was
agreed that the roles would have to be divided. As a temporary measure, Neil
Crutchley and Peter Ellis agreed to share some of the chairmanship roles, and Peter
now attends meetings of the City Council Conservation Advisory Panel. Peter also
represented the Group at the Victorian Society AGM in Cardiff in July. Neil has
introduced the lectures and chaired most of the general committee meetings.
During 2015 the Group continued with its usual series of winter lectures, and notable
visiting speakers included Michael Hall, Hans van Lemmen and Andrew Saint as well
as others with more specialised local knowledge. During the summer we organised
one full day visit, by coach, to Burton-on-Trent. This visit was well-subscribed, but
coach hire is getting increasingly expensive and it is always difficult to gauge likely
support for full day visits such as this in advance. Once again we organised a series
of walks around different areas of Leicester, and these proved extremely popular.
After several years looking for a suitable venue, we succeeded in getting the
Society’s exhibition ‘Saving a Century’ on display for a month at Bishop Street
Church. We need to raise local awareness of the Society, and this exhibition, together
with the publicity it generated, will have helped in that respect. We have had a number
of membership enquiries directly attributable to the exhibition and these are very
welcome. We are grateful to Bishop Street for providing facilities for this exhibition.
On the conservation side, one notable achievement during the year was the
successful application for listing of the former Boot and Shoe Operatives Union HQ
on St James Street. Jon did mention this in his report last year, but as the listing was
only formalised in February 2015, we also include it here. Our successful application
for listing of this building was largely the work of Jon and Rowan Roenisch, and as
such was Jon’s final contribution to the conservation of Leicester’s Victorian and
Edwardian heritage.
Apart from this, there have been no major issues or campaigns in 2015, possibly due
to the welcome respite in damaging applications as a result of the continued
economic downturn. The one area of development which seems to proceed unabated
is the remorseless proliferation of student accommodation. One such application
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which would have seen the demolition of one of the last surviving warehouses on
Oxford Street was modified to incorporate the warehouse following representations
from the City Council Conservation Advisory Panel, on which we are represented.

Former NatWest Bank, St Martin’s

Applications continue to come forward for the conversion of the former NatWest Bank
on St Martin’s into a restaurant, some of these are imaginative and involve minimum
damage to this fine building, but as they seem largely speculative there is little
prospect of development going ahead in the current climate. One welcome proposal,
which does seem likely to proceed, involves the conversion of the former Savings
Bank on the opposite corner of Grey Friars into a delicatessen and café, with
residential units above. The only major alteration required to this attractive building
will be to lower the window sills to enable ‘window-shopping’ by pedestrians.
Churches in Leicester continue to suffer from declining congregations and the
difficulty of finding new uses for redundant church buildings. George Gilbert Scott’s
superb St Saviour’s faces an uncertain future, and continues to deteriorate, and
proposals for Goddard’s St Barnabas have yet to reach fruition. St Paul’s, Kirby Road
(Ordish and Traylen) still stands empty – several proposals have been put forward
over the last few years, but there is no sign of progress. Even churches that are still
in use are not without their problems, and we have been saddened to see scaffolding
erected round the porch of St Peter’s, Highfields (GE Street), to protect the
congregation from falling masonry from the tower.
Neil Crutchley and Peter Ellis
Acting Joint Chairmen
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Alexandra House - by Grahame Lees
An occasional series in which members talk about their favourite
buildings in the area

This impressive building, which stands on the corner of Rutland
Street and Southampton Street, was designed by Edward
Burgess in 1897 for Faire Brothers, a local Quaker family. The
firm manufactured ‘small ware’ for the footwear industry, and
eventually had ten factories in the Midlands including Borrowash,
Mansfield, Burton-on-Trent, Coalville and Doncaster. The
Leicester building was their Head Office and main distribution
warehouse for boot and shoe laces.
Just stand back and take in the
sheer size and opulence of this
building - “if you have it, flaunt it!”
Alexandra House certainly does
that - indeed Pevsner described
it as “The finest warehouse in
Leicester and one of the finest in
the country”.
Four storeys high with a
basement, it is faced with light
brown terracotta, and stands on
a plinth of dark grey Norwegian
Larvikite.
The top floor is
surrounded by a spindled
balustrade. There are sculpted
figures of Atlas seemingly
supporting a highly decorated
moulded frieze. On the first and
second floors are decorated
columns separating the windows.
The entrance is set at a 45 degree angle, with steps leading to the main doors. Inside the
vestibule there is a highly decorated domed ceiling, which is well worth seeing if the
opportunity arises. There are three offices with large windows, one of which belonged to
the Managing Director, Mr Lilley. My father worked for Faire Brothers before the War, and
as a six year old child, I remember visiting Mr Lilley with my mother. I was amazed by the
sheer opulence which surrounded me.
At the top of the building above the entrance was a dome. During a World War II
bombing raid, the adjoining factory was destroyed and the dome of Alexandra House
was lost. It was replaced with a fibreglass replica. We are indeed fortunate that this
fine Renaissance-style warehouse survived. It has now been converted into
expensive flats which fit very well with Leicester’s highly acclaimed Cultural Quarter.
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Recent Leicester Group Activities
Joseph Carey Merrick, Leicester’s Elephant Man
A talk by Peter Cousins - Tuesday 3rd November 2015
Some time ago, Peter Cousins, Chairman of the Leicestershire and Rutland Family
History Society was approached by a New Zealand film producer who was
researching into Joseph Merrick and the disease that may have caused his horrifying
deformities. Attention was focused on trying to find descendants of Merrick’s relatives
(he himself had no children), and 28 were eventually identified. Their medical
histories and Merrick’s were considered in the talk which also included a short
sequence from the film.
Family history research revealed that several of Merrick’s close contemporary
relatives were described, in the language of the time, as “crippled from birth” or “died
in lunatic asylum”. A curious local explanation of Merrick’s deformities was that his
pregnant mother was frightened by an elephant (visiting circuses stabled their
animals near to the Merrick’s home).
The details of Merrick’s tragic life were outlined: born in Leicester in 1862, rejected by
his father and step-mother, he spent four years in the workhouse from the age of 17,
before becoming an exhibit in a freak show. After being attacked by a mob, he was
eventually given refuge at The London Hospital by eminent surgeon Frederick Treves,
who had befriended him some years previously. Merrick became a celebrity, meeting
the Prince and Princess of Wales and other society figures. Whilst Treves undoubtedly
gave Merrick a degree of comfort and dignity he also benefited greatly from the fame
Merrick brought him; as Sir Frederick he later became surgeon to King Edward VII.
After Merrick’s death, a plaster cast of his head was taken. There were hairs trapped
in the cast but the likelihood of contamination precluded obtaining viable DNA
samples However, the bumps on his preserved skull did yield some DNA which was
used to give a possible diagnosis of neurofibromatosis – although no known case of
this disease has ever been so severe.
Modern research has included scanning Merrick’s preserved skeleton to ascertain
where the normal bone structure ends and deformities begin. It seems likely that
routine modern surgery could have improved his appearance considerably. Current
theories include a combination of neurofibromatosis and Proteus Syndrome, possibly
also in conjunction with an unknown genetic mutation.
Many of Merrick’s relatives alive at the time of the study exhibited various congenital
health problems ranging from cancers (one having died since appearing in the film)
to bony outgrowths on their skulls.
Peter concluded an extremely interesting talk by reminding us of the humanity of this
well-known son of Leicester; an intelligent, gentle, sensitive man who suffered without
complaint and loved to read poetry. He died, probably suffocated by the weight of his
head dislocating his neck, on 11th April 1890. He was only 27 years old.
.
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Joseph Paxton, the busiest man in England
A talk by Danny Wells - Tuesday 1st December 2015
The Victorian age produced many great men whose vision, courage, persistence and
pioneering spirit changed our world for good. High amongst their ranks is Sir Joseph
Paxton: architect, gardener, hydraulic engineer, urban planner, inventor, man of
letters and Parliamentarian, who was once aptly dubbed by his friend Charles
Dickens as “the busiest man in England”.
Paxton’s phenomenal achievements are even more extraordinary in view of the fact
that he was of humble origins and entirely self-taught. From early manhood he was
admired, encouraged and trusted by his great patron the sixth Duke of Devonshire.
The duke was the owner of the magnificent Chatsworth House and estate in
Derbyshire and, in 1826, he made the 23 year-old Paxton his head gardener. This
was a bold move that paid huge dividends, as before long Paxton had transformed
the grounds at Chatsworth into the greatest garden in England, designing and
building a series of wonderful greenhouses (or ‘stoves’ as they were known) full of
exotic botanical specimens, and creating stunning gravity-defying fountains.

The Crystal Palace, 1851

Paxton won international fame as the designer of the Crystal Palace, which was
created for the Great Exhibition held in London in 1851. Built from glass, iron and
wood, this colossal structure was six times the size of St Paul’s Cathedral, covered
an area of 18 acres and included full-grown trees amongst its arcades. It was built in
just eight months and attracted six million visitors. The ‘palace’ was a natural
development of Paxton’s designs for the magnificent glasshouses at Chatsworth. His
use of prefabricated methods of building on such a large scale was unprecedented.
As if this were not enough, Paxton was a director of the Midland Railway, he edited
and published garden periodicals and helped found the London Daily News. He was
in constant demand as a designer of parks, greenhouses and public buildings – and
was the Liberal MP for Coventry. He even designed large country houses, including
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Mentmore in Buckinghamshire, and others in France for members of the Rothschild
family. Above all, he was, it seems, a very likeable man, a loving husband, a caring
father and a kind and generous friend.
When Paxton died in 1865 - he was not yet 62 - his body was laid to rest in Edensor
churchyard on the Chatsworth estate, and he is also commemorated by an
impressive monument, designed by the Leicester architect Joseph Goddard, which
graces the cemetery in Coventry that he had laid out 20 years before, a tribute from
the citizens he had represented in Parliament for the last 14 years of his life.
Danny Wells proved an able and enthusiastic guide to the life of this amazing
Victorian polymath. Everyone present marvelled at the range of Paxton’s talents and
his determination to fulfil his ambitions whilst remaining true to himself.
Queen Victoria’s Navy
A talk by Nick Marshall - Tuesday 5th January 2016
This fascinating talk started with an illustration of the 1887 Naval Review at Spithead,
with 165 ships spread over seven miles of the Solent. This spectacular display of
naval supremacy was proudly watched by the Queen from the Royal Yacht Victoria
and Albert.
Nick Marshall skilfully guided us through the history of Queen Victoria’s Navy showing
how it developed, progressed and embraced new technology throughout her reign.
Despite there being no major sea battles between Trafalgar (1805) and Jutland (1916)
the Navy was instrumental in taking sailors and marines all over the world, in the
service of the Empire. It seems gunboat diplomacy rarely involved the firing of guns!
The talk was lavishly illustrated with contemporary depictions of the ships in service, and
many of the major developments were described in detail. Major milestones included
HMS Warrior (1860, and now displayed at Portsmouth Dockyard), the first ship with a 4½
inch armoured hull, and 40 guns, the largest capable of firing up to seven miles.
HMS Alexandra (1875) with its 11 inch guns, was capable of a speed of 12 knots
under steam and under sail. She spent much of her life as a flagship, and Admirals
Beatty and Jellicoe were both proud to serve on her.
The many innovations were not without their setbacks, and the worst naval disaster
of the 19th century happened because of faulty design. In September 1870 HMS
Captain, which was built to a revolutionary design by Captain Cowper Phipps Coles,
with heavily armoured gun turrets placed high above the water line, capsized and
turned over on its first voyage with the home fleet. Almost 500 seamen perished,
along with Captain Coles, who left a wife and nine children.
The last ship built for Victoria’s navy was HMS Bulwark (1899) which did not enter
service until 1902. The Navy’s first submarines, were designed in 1900, and were
built and in service by 1903.
By the end of a very interesting and informative evening we were in no doubt why
Queen Victoria’s Navy was called ‘The Senior Service’.
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What the Edwardians did for Leicester
A talk by Cynthia Brown - Tuesday 2nd February 2016 (preceded by AGM)
The Edwardians were far from being just an appendage to the Victorian age. In 1901,
the Queen’s death was felt to mark the end of an era and there was a sense of
expectation for the new century.
As our speaker Cynthia Brown explained, Leicester was alive with new and often
contentious ideas. The years that followed witnessed the growth of the Independent
Labour Party on the Town Council and on the Board of Guardians, the unemployed
march to London of 1905 and the foundation of the local Women’s Social and Political
Union in 1907. They also watched the ‘land grabbers’ set up camp on disused land
off Walnut Street and work begin on a garden suburb in Humberstone (1908).

Opening Ceremony - Leicester Electric Tram Cars - May 18th 1904

The role and confidence of the Town Council expanded greatly as it took over from the
School Board (1902) and acquired and electrified the tramways (1901 and 1904). The
Council also provided new facilities such as the crematorium (1902), the Bishop Street
Library (1905) and the De Montfort Hall (1913). It organised a school medical service
from 1905 and a municipal milk department from 1906.
Voluntary bodies were active too, often drawing strength from the town’s middle class
ladies. Examples from this time include the Health Society begun in 1906, the ‘new’
Vaughan College of adult education which was completed in 1908 and the Guild of
the Crippled which opened its Guild Hall on Colton Street in 1909.
As Cynthia showed, Edwardian Leicester was in many ways at the forefront of
national developments. We are indebted to her for a lively and enlightening evening.
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Summer Visits Programme - 2016
All our activities, including visits, are open to all subject to space limitations.
Our booking form ‘green sheet’ is only sent to members living in Leicestershire.
If you do not receive a booking form, but wish to participate in a bookable activity, the form
can be downloaded as a PDF from our website or booking enquiries can be made direct to
Carole Face - 0116 267 5946
Please see ‘Booking Conditions’ opposite

Saturday 14th May 2016
Full day coach trip to Stoke-on-Trent
We plan to see Burslem Town Hall, the School of Art and the Wedgwood Institute,
before moving on to the Middleport Pottery of Burgess & Leigh (‘Burleigh’ ware),
recently rescued with support from HRH Prince Charles. We then intend to visit a
number of sites in Hanley and Longton, including Hanley Bethesda Chapel (‘The
Cathedral of the Potteries’), and the Gladstone Pottery Museum if time permits.
Cost £25 including admission to Middleport Pottery (there may be small admission
charges at other sites to be visited)
Coach will depart Glebe Road 8.30 am, and Premier Inn, Narborough Road 8.45 am
Closing date for bookings: 15th April - see green sheet
Please indicate your choice of pick-up point on the booking form,
and remember which point you have selected

Tuesday 7th June
Evening walk around Birstall
Birstall is a large village four miles north of Leicester. In the old part around the
ancient church we will see some interesting Victorian buildings as well as others from
earlier periods.
We will look at three buildings by Joseph Goddard and one by William Millican. A fine
Stockdale Harrison house was sadly demolished in 1950, but photographs will be on
display. There is much evidence of the generosity of some of the old Birstall
landowning families. After our walk we will have a buffet supper at The White Horse
and the opportunity to look at some books on old Birstall.
Cost: £12 per person, including buffet
Meet at 6.30 pm on the raised level of the car park at the junction of Birstall Road and
Sibson Road, entrance on Sibson Road opposite Aroma Spice Restaurant, LE4 4DX
Closing date for bookings: 20th May - see green sheet

A selection of photographs taken on last year’s Leicester Group visits can be
seen at: http://goo.gl/Ojy9VN
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Summer Visits - continued
Tuesday 5th July
Evening walk around Evington
Guided by Chris Hossack and members of Evington Local History Society
We will meet at Evington Park House for a walk of approximately 1½ hours taking in
the House, the site of the Victorian School, the Baptist Chapel and Church, finishing
back at Evington Park House for tea and biscuits.
Cost £6.00 including light refreshments
Meet at 6.30 pm at Evington Park House (large public car park on ‘The Common’,
opposite Evington Library near the Cordery Road junction), LE5 6DE
Closing date for bookings: 17th June - see green sheet
BOOKING CONDITIONS
Please note that our visits may present a variety of hazards including uneven surfaces and
stairs, low head heights, low lighting and building or demolition works. There may be stairs or
uneven surfaces which cannot be avoided, and long periods of walking or standing. Should
you have any questions about your ability to participate in an event, please contact us.
Children under 18 must be accompanied by an adult. Participants are reminded that they
participate in events at their own risk, and neither the Society nor its officers or servants accept
any liability of any kind whatsoever, howsoever arising. The Victorian Society reserves the
right to cancel, alter or postpone events if necessary.
Cancellations: No refunds will be given for cancellations for events costing £10 or less, but as
a courtesy to others we ask that you let us know if you cannot attend an event for which you
have booked. In other cases, cancellations will be accepted and fees returned up to a month
before the date of the event, but will be subject to a £10 deduction per ticket for administrative
costs. Separate arrangements may apply for weekend visits and foreign tours and terms will
be clearly stated on the printed details in each case.
◆
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Meetings Programme - Winter 2015-16
Tuesday 1st March 2016

Crematoria to Die For
The Victorian and Edwardian Expression of Cremation
Dr Hilary Grainger
Full details of this talk were given in the previous issue of this newsletter.
Today seven out of ten deaths in Britain are followed by cremation. The majority of
the 271 crematoria in UK have been built between 1950 and 1970, but, following the
first at Woking (1889) some of the most interesting examples date from the Victorian
and Edwardian periods.
This lecture places Leicester Crematorium (1902) in its architectural context.
Professor Hilary Grainger is a Dean of the London College of Fashion, University of
the Arts, London, having taught the history of architecture and design for over
30 years at various universities. She is a leading authority on the architect Sir Ernest
George and also on the architecture of British crematoria. Her book Death
Redesigned: British Crematoria, History, Architecture and Landscape was published
in 2005 and her monograph, The Architecture of Sir Ernest George, was published
by Spire Books in 2011; both have been widely reviewed.
Hilary is the Chair of The Victorian Society and a council member and Trustee of The
Cremation Society of Great Britain.
Tuesday 5th April 2016

Decorative Arts in Leicestershire from 1850
Will Gilding
A talk exploring the close association Leicester had with the leading art movements
of the mid-to-late 19th century and their wider impact on the British art scene. Looking
at examples of pottery, glassware, metalwork and furniture from celebrated designers
in the Gothic Revival, Aesthetic, and Arts and Crafts movements.
Will began his career with Bonhams Auctioneers in London, spending eight years in
the department of Decorative Art and Design. This experience cemented his interests
in the art movements of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. With the opportunity
to join the family firm of auctioneers in 2014, Will has established twice-yearly
specialist sales of Decorative Arts at Gilding’s Market Harborough salerooms, where
he is now Director (Decorative Arts from 1860).
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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