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THE EVOLUTION OF ETHICS:
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by

P. C. SYLVESTER-BRADLEY, B.Sc., F.G.S.
Professor of Geology, University of Leicester
Address by the President at tlze Opening Meeting, 7th October, 1974

INTRODUCTION
It was a sad occasion, the death of our old friend Mr. H. V. Hayman,
that led to my sudden and unexpected nomination to the presidency of this
venerable society. Nevertheless, the honour which has come my way is
one that I much appreciate. For in its long history our society has been
responsible ifor initiating and nurturing many of Leicester's most vital
institutions, and these include not only the Museum, but also the University
of Leicester, of which I am a member. Quite a few of us from the University
have had the opportunity of entering into the activities of the Society.
The first Principal of the new University College, Dr. Rattray, was the
first member of the University to be elected a President of the Society.
Since then, many of us have been honoured by serving on the Council
of the Society, taking part in the organisation of the Sections, or giving
lectures. It has always been a pleasure to us to act in these ways, for we
esteem the Society with the respect and affection that a child accords to
its parents.
I.

THE EVOLUTION OF IDEAS
I am a geologist, and my particular interest within the science of the
Earth has been the study of evolution. I have been interested not only in
the evolution of life, but also in the origin of life, and in the evolution of
the Earth itself. These wider studies have led me to consider the scientific
and philosophic basis for a theory that is even more far-reaching than
Darwin's theory of organic evolution. It is a theory which involves not only
the origin of species, but the origin and evolution of galaxies and stars and
planets; of mountains and rivers, of continents and oceans; of life and of
man; and of ideas and of ideologies. The theory was first formulated, at
almost exactly the same time as Darwin's theory, by Herbert Spencer, but
it has had a much more chequered history than Darwin's theory, and only
now are we beginning to make sense out of it. Tonight I want to explore
a particular facet of this general theory of evolution. I wish to explore the
evolution of a particular class of ideas, the class of ideas termed "ethics",
which embody our ideas of what is right and what is wrong. I am not, in
this lecture, going to propound any one system of ethics; I am not going
to try to win you, my audience, over to any one system. All religions and
2.
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all political systems, embody certain ethical standards in their terms of
reference, but religion and politics are quite properly banned, as topics of
discussion, from the meetings of this society.
But what I want to explore are not the ideas themselves; I want to
explore the way in which ideas change. I am going to claim not only that
they change, but that they evolve. By that I mean that when they change,
they change in a certain direction, and that this direction is, when viewed
over a long period, towards evolutionary progress. To define what I mean
by progress is going to be no easy task, and to do so I must needs take some
examples. Let me, then, put before you a series of five ideologies or "ideasystems" that must be familiar to everybody here tonight.
TABLE I
Ideology

Paramount virtue

Complementary vice

Christianity

Love

Hate

Science

Truth

Falsity

Capitalist democracy

Freedom

Suppression

Communism

Service

Greed

Art

Beauty

Ugliness

For each ideology, I have selected what I consider to be its paramount
virtue, and for each virtue there is its opposite, the complementary vice.
In speaking of the evolution of ethics, what I propose to study is the way
our understanding of these ethical virtues changes. I want to examine the
changes there have been during history in our understanding of, for example,
love. I am going to suggest that love meant something very different to
the ancient Egyptians to love as understood by Moses. I am further going
to suggest that love as understood by the early Christians differed from
the interpretation given to this virtue in the Middle Ages. I am going 'to
suggest that these changes are dynamic and continuing, that our concept
of love today differs from ideas about love that were prevalent a hundred
years ago. I am going to suggest that our ideas are changing right now at
the moment. Moreover, I believe that our sons and daughters are looking
for such a change, and I think they will find it.
3. THE EVOLUTION OF LOVE
Akhenaten was a Pharaoh who reigned in Egypt 3,350 years ago. He
brought some new ideas to the religion of his country. He believed in only
one god, and that was a god of love. He identified this god with "Aten",
_ the disk of the sun, and in pictorial representations, Aten is shown with
rays, each ray terminating in a hand raised in benediction (Fig. x). Akhenaten
was no great warrior; he wrote hymns instead of waging war and, after his
death, his successors to the throne of Egypt scorned him, and tried to wipe
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out his memory. But that proved difficult. For, indeed, some time after
the reign of Akhenaten, one of the royal princesses discovered an abandoned
baby lying in a basket beside the River Nile. She brought the child up as
her own, and gave it the name of Moses. Sigmund Freud believed that it
was while the child was growing up in the palace that it learned of Akhenaten, and of Akhenaten's odd ideas about "one god" and about that
god being a "god of Jovel'. Moses was brought up in the palace by his
mother, and he enjoyed a dual education. He had access to the ideas not
only of his own people, but also of the Egyptians. So the ideas of Akhenaten
entered a new environment. In Moses' mind, they changed. As he travelled
out of Egypt with the children of Israel, he must have thought much about
the nature of love. In Deuteronomy and in Leviticus we can read of how
the law of love became the commandment of the God of Israel.

"ATEN"
The disc of the sun

Fig.

I

The representation of God as the "disc of the sun" as seen in engravings
during the reign of Akhenaten. The hieroglyph (shown as an inset) signifies
"life" and in many representations two of the rays proffer these symbols
to Akhenaten and his queen.
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Perhaps a thousand years passed before Judaism gave rise to Christianity, and now the law of love spread through the whole Roman empire.
Earlier ideas about the nature of love expanded. Not only did one speak
of the fatherhood of God, but of the brotherhood of Man. Indeed, so far,
all the changes through the years show how the concept of love was expanding. .tn Akhenaten's time the love of God, as distinct from his dominion,
seemed to be confined almost to the limits of the royal palace; in Judaism,
it spread to embrace a whole nation, the chosen people of God; in Christianity it included the whole of mankind-all men were brothers, sons of
God.
But evolutionary progress is not always continuous. Regressionary
phases may occur. When the precepts of Christianity were new, they were
written down in Greek, and the Greek language has three different words
for love, only one of which, "agape," was used in the gospels. This gave
rise to a new theory about love; for in Aramaic, which was the language
of Jesus, and in the Hebrew of the Old Testament, the word for "love"
("ahaba") comprises fondness, or liking, or affection for some object, and
that object may include anything. It is the same in English and in many
other tongues. Thus, it is appropriate to speak of the love that a man has
for his God, for his wife, for his brother, for his dog, or even for a slab of
ice-cream. But the Greeks tended not to use the word "agape" when they
spoke of sexual love; instead they used "eros".
So it seemed clear to the early Christians that the love of the New
Testament excluded sex. They regarded the love a man has for his wife as
carnal rather than holy. Later students of Christian ethics went further.
They concluded it was possible to love a person without liking him. Love
no longer necessarily embodied affection. In its most extreme form, this
thesis claimed that Christian love should be confined to concern for a man's
soul; affection for his body was of no account. This theory had horrific consequences. Some seven hundred years ago the holy Inquisition was established, with the express purpose of combatting heresy. The torture of a man's
body was considered of no account could he but be brought to recant before
his death, and thus save his soul. The theory of love had indeed sunk to a
low level when love for a man's soul could be expressed by the torture of his
body. This must surely, in the history of the evolution of love, be regarded
JS a period of regression. It lasted a full five hundred years. The Spanish
Inquisition was not finally abandoned until 1820.
But if I am right in maintaining that the history of the Inquisition is
the history of a period in which the understanding of love regressed, then
I must justify the contention that changes in our understanding of the
ethical virtues can move in either direction-either forwards, in the direction of greater understanding, or backwards, in the direction of less understanding. The concept of progress in evolution has always been a debatable
concept. In order to be able to distinguish progress, one must define an
objective from which one can measure relative distance. For example, we
could claim that the objective of science is approach to truth. We would
then define progress in science as moving more closely towards truth. Now,
this pathway towards some sort of "absolute truth" implies not only a
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gain in verisimilitude, but a gain in comprehensiveness, a gain in generality.
The better theories are those which explain more clearly the relationships
to each other of a wider range of facts. That is why Einstein was not prepared to rest after he had formulated his theories on relativity. He continued
to search, without success, throughout the rest of his life, for a yet wider,
more comprehensive, more general theory, which physicists call the "unified field theory". He failed because he could not formulate the theory in
n way that could be tested.
If "absolute truth" can be expressed in terms of generality, comprehensiveness and veracity, what of "absolute love"? Surely our understanding
of love depends on our knowledge of love. Love, freedom, service, beauty,
must all be comprehended by truth. The same tests that are applied to our
concepts of truth may also be applied to our concepts of love. If we are
moving towards absolute love, we must move towards a more general, more
comprehensive, more true conception of love. And I believe that those who
accepted the concepts of the Inquisition were moving in the opposite direction. The attitude taken by the Inquisitors was a regressive attitude.
It must not be thought, of course, that the Inquisition counted for
the whole of Christendom. Far from it. As I have said, the Inquisition
was designed to combat a rising tide of heresy which swept across Europe
in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The church of that time was prosperous. Perhaps as the result of the crusades, European trade had greatly
expanded. Wealth and luxury, pomp and magnificence, were as evident
in the abbeys and monasteries of the religious foundations as they were in
the secular palaces and courts. But some Christians reacted against such
magnificence. They compared the splendour of the church with the squalor
of the sordid slums that lay around the city walls, and they remembered
the precepts of poverty taught in the gospels. The headquarters of this
reaction was centred in the city of Albi in southern France, a city which
had much commercial traffic with the countries of the Middle East. This
traffic brought with it not only merchandise but a rich harvest of outlandish
ideas, stemming from foreign sources and from remote religions. In Albi
and Toulouse those who criticised the prosperity of the Church began also
to question its dogmas. In this way a new heresy was born, a dualistic heresy,
which claimed that all material things were evil; amongst such, man's own
body was especially evil. The ideas of the Albigensians, as they were called,
spread like wildfire, first through southern France and then beyond. The
Inquisition was set up against them. The Pope commissioned Simon de
Montfort, 6th Earl of Leicester, with the task of exterminating the sect,
and this he accomplished with vigour, putting many thousands to the sword,
and adding much to his own wealth in the process.
But torture and murder, prison and war, are poor ways to counter
unwelcome ideas, and the heresy was finally conquered not by the Inquisition and not by Simon de Montfort, but by much humbler means. For the
Albigensians were not the only Christians to be shocked by the Church's
extravagance. Another was a Spanish monk called Dominic, who met the
Albigensian doctrine in France on his way to Rome. Shocked by the heresy,
· but equally critical of the wealth paraded by the church, he settled in
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France and founded the order of Dominican Black Friars, dedicated to
poverty and to preaching the truth. Almost at the same time, in Italy, at
Assisi, Francis established the order of Greyfriars, likewise dedicated to
poverty, and to tending the sick. The two orders of friars brought a new
meaning to the understanding of love. They recruited multitudes to their
number from the common people of Europe. They arrived in England in
1221, and in no country was their influence greater. To them we owe the
re-establishment of our hospitals and the invigoration of our universities.
Especially concerned for the impoverished and indisciplined students of
the time, they lectured and preached and argued to such effect that they
revolutionised the thinking of the country. They arrived in Leicester in
1230, and we still commemorate their first house in the street named Greyfriars after them. Simon de Montfort, the 7th Earl of Leicester (and son
of the infamous 6th Earl, who had led the crusade to exterminate the
Albigensians) became a close friend of Grosseteste who was Rector of the
Franciscans at Oxford, Archdeacon of Leicester, a great scholar and, especially, a student of ethics. Perhaps it was this friendship which was
responsible for the great reforming zeal that was such a characteristic of
Simon de Montfort.
The message that these friars brought to the world was as simple as
it was effective: poverty and love walk together; wealth is an obstacle to
love.
An aspect of love that I have not mentioned is its timelessness. This
aspect has only become apparent as humanity has learned to communicate
with the past and with the future. We have been able to learn from Akhenaten and Moses and Jesus because our brothers of those times made
records. The discovery of how to record language opened up the possibility
of writing for the future and reading about the past. Thus it is that we, in
our generation, can learn from both the failures and successes of our ancestors. If we care enough about future generations, we can record messages
for them; we can extend our capacity for loving into the future and into
the past. What is true of the timelessness of love is equally true of all other
ethical values. The only boundaries set are those set by limits to communication.
4.

THE GROWTH OF IDEAS
This outline of the history of love that I have sketched is crude in the
extreme. Nevertheless, it is possible to recognise that there was nothing
steady about the way that the concept of love evolved. We can detect periods
of progress; long more or less stagnant periods, when no change seems to
have taken place; and periods of regress. Are there any controlling
mechanisms that are responsible for these differences? We are talking about
the evolution of ideas. Is there anything about the theory of evolution that
would suggest that there exists some sort of control over the way these
changes take place? For example, do ideas tend to move towards evolutionary progress in one environment, do they tend to move in the opposite
direction in another?
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In organic evolution, novelty arises as a genetic change called a
"mutation". Mutations are passed from one organism to another by the
process of reproduction, and this process may be either sexual or asexual.
There is a difference, for as a result of sexual reproduction, the effect of
the mutation in the progeny is modified, whereas with asexual reproduction,
the effect of the mutation in the progeny is precisely the same as it is in
the parent. If natural selection is to occur, a competition must be set up,
and this can only occur if there is some genetic variation between the competitors. The progeny of sexual reproduction are therefore more liable
to give rise to evolutionary changes than are the progeny produced by
asexual means. But the greatest stimulus of all to evolutionary change seems
to occur when both sexual and asexual reproduction occur; this is often
coupled with hybridisation, and the progeny become very variable, and an
evolutionary radiation may occur. These periods of adaptive radiation are
always coupled with rapid evolutionary progress.
Ideas are not, of course, reproduced in the same way as mutations.
Rather are they reproduced by various forms of communication, of which
the first and most important is conversation, and the second, and almost
equally important, is the written word. These methods can be enhanced
by various forms of visual aid, and they can be multiplied and distributed
by technology, but it remains true that ideas are propagated by the use of
words, spoken words or written words. Some methods of using words
encourage a purity in the reproduction of ideas that resembles the asexual
reproduction of organisms. Thus, the techniques of propaganda which aim
at the conversion of large numbers of people are of this kind. They may
employ sophisticated psychological aids, as in the brain-washing methods
used by some political bodies, or the highly emotional but very efficiently
programmed sequence of conviction, confession and conversion characteristic
of some religious missions. The ideas propagated are adopted by the converts
without question and without change, "on faith". These are very effective
methods for spreading ideas, but very ineffective in bringing about change.
Ideas do not easily evolve as a result of such methods.
In contrast, there are other methods of idea-exchange which can be
compared to the way mutations are reproduced by sexual organisms. These
methods were pioneered by the Greeks in philosophical dialogue. One idea
is put up in competition with another, and as soon as these ideas start
competing, they start changing. The method has become most noticeable
in its scientific applications, for this is now the method of science. Each
new idea is first reduced to the form of one or more testable hypotheses.
A competition is set up between rival hypotheses, and as a result of the
competition, old ideas are discarded, and new ideas are adopted, and these
are modified, and, in their turn, discarded again as yet new ones take their
place. If ideas from one discipline can be transported to another, the rate
of change increases yet further, for the new environment which results from
such hybridisation can bring vigour and originality in its train. It has always
been the aim of this Society to provide iust such a platform for mixing up
our disciplines and for hybridising our ideas. Indeed, we have done much
more than that. Since our inception, we have championed every institution
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in Leicester in which free discussion could be encouraged. We have already
seen that we fathered the University. Leicester has now in its population a
substantial minority of students-not only in its University, but in its
Polytechnic, and its many other colleges. We are proud of these institutions.
Yet we must admit that our students are not universally beloved. Indeed,
of all our minorities, our students, in the eyes of the general public, are
perhaps the most despised, the most rejected. Why is that? I believe that,
quite simply, it is because students have outrageous ideas. They have ideas
which are an outrage to established tradition. Indeed students have no very
high regard for established tradition. They have a strong suspicion that ·
established tradition is pointing the world in the wrong way. They are
looking for guide-lines, and it is this search of theirs which has made them
unpopular.
There can be no doubt that the only hope that humanity has for
averting disaster is to discover a new direction. We need to re-examine
our ethics. We need to hybridise our ideas. Let us look again at the table
of ethics. There is nothing, at first glance, which seems incompatible between
all five of the virtues. Surely a man can at the same time subscribe to love
and truth, freedom, unselfishness and beauty? But let me now add a third
column listing what I have called "supplementary vices" (see Table II).
These vices are unnecessary, but nevertheless seem to creep insidiously in
beside the virtues they supplement. Often they are not detected by those
who subscribe to the ideology in question, but they are most apparent to
TABLE Il

Ideology

Paramount
virtue

Complementary
vice

Supplementary
vice

Christianity

Love

Hate

Falsity

Science

Truth

Falsity

Pride

Capitalist
democracy

Freedom

Suppression

Greed

Communism

Service

Greed

Suppression

Art

Beauty

Ugliness

Travesty

the rest of the world. The sad opposition that grew up between science and
religion during the nineteenth century was based on Thomas Huxley's
conviction that the church was blind to truth. It was compounded by the
arrogance of those scientists who believed that only they could understand
the truth. The American, looking over the Iron Curtain at Russian Communism, sees only the suppression of liberty; the Russian, looking back at
the capitalist, sees only greed. It is all too easy to detect, rampant in other
ideologies, the very characteristics one most abhors. One of the first needs
for the future of humanity is the adoption of a more comprehensive ethical
system. Let us aim at a society which accepts other peoples' virtues as well
as embodying our own.
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But we shall not succeed unless we are prepared to outrage tradition.
For example, there can be no doubt that our average standard of living is
too high. We are already consuming more, much more, than the human
ecosystem can support. We have got to learn how to grow poor again. Many
students believe that the "rat-race" we have all enjoyed during the years
of expanding economy has for a long time been wholly evil. For the quality
of life does not depend on standard of living (see Fig. 2). But it is not going
to be easy to learn how to grow poor gracefully. We must re-examine each
ethic in turn, and test it against the present situation. What difference
is there, for example, in the application of love to the world as it is now

Death: Suicide or Thrombosis ?

Divorce
Second car

w
:E

Ulcers

0

Obesit

0

z

First car

Literacy
Deficiency diseases
Quality of Life and Standard of Living
Fig.

2

The- "rat race". At first an increase in the standard of living results in an
increase also in the quality of life. But there comes a stage (somewhat after
the acquisition of literacy) when further increases in the standard of living
lead to a rapid fall in the quality of life.
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from its application to the world of 50 or 100 years ago? We have seen how
the concept of the brotherhood of man became established nearly two
thousand years ago with the advent of Christianity. What has happened
to this concept now? What is there new in our environment that makes
us look at the situation with fresh eyes? During the last fifty years, there
have been very big changes in the environment of Man. There are four
facets in this change. First, Man himself has increased in numbers; there
has been a world population explosion. Secondly, other forms of life in the
human ecosystem have begun to disappear; there is a rapid fall-off of
diversity. Thirdly, man has over-exploited his natural resources; there is
a shortage of fuel, of water, of metals and of food. And, fourthly, man has
poisoned his own environment; the air he breathes, the water he drinks,
the land he cultivates are all polluted. We have come to realise that in order
to protect ourselves, we need also to protect all these features of our environment. If the future of man is to be a future of progress, we have to
plan the future of the whole biosphere. To the question of "Who is my
brother?" the answer is not just "every other man", but "all the rest of
life". The .flowers and beasts of the countryside are part of our heritage;
our love must extend to all living organisms. Indeed, as a geologist I realise
only too well that our concern must extend even beyond life, to the physical
environment too. Moreover, although it is not yet possible, it could be that
technological developments might lead to the possibility of communication
with other planets. In that case, love could break out of its present terrestrial
confines, and extend to cosmic bounds (see Table III).
TABLE ID

THE EVOLUTION OF LOVE
Evolutionary group

Sibling system

1. Haploid pairs

Gametes

2. Diploid pairs

Mates

3. Parental groupings

Families

4.

Social groupings (packs, herds);
patriotism; nationalism

Tribes
Nations

5.

Species groupings
Humanism

Humanity

6.

Ecological groupings

Ecosystems
Global biosphere

7. Cosmic life

Cosmic biosphere

I am suggesting that because we have become aware that our environment is deteriorating, we have got to look at love in a different light. My
suggested answer to the question ''Who is my brother?" may well outrage
accepted tradition, but nevertheless it is not a new answer. There have been
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mystics, saints and scholars all through history who have seen much further
into the future than ·the men around them. There have been Buddhists
and Hindus, agnostics and humanists who came to these same conclusions
long ago. And now it is time for the rest of us to join them.
These restless, outrageous ideas which question the very foundations
of morality are rife today throughout the universities of the world. It is
just as well that this should be, for it seems we have already diagnosed
humanity's present sickness-and now we must turn our minds to the
remedy, a remedy which we hope may be less uncomfortable than the
forecasts given to us by the doom-watchers, forecasts of war and pestilence
and famine.
But if we are going to find a remedy we need a special environment
in which ideas like these can grow. Britain is no longer at the front in all
the arts of civilisation, but there is one characteristic in which we still do
lead the world. There is no better place than Britain for the culture of new
ideas. It is not only that our tradition encourages freedom of expression;
we also have in our country a mixed population, with different races,
different religions, different political systems, all able to contribute to that
hybridisation of ideas from which a new system of ethics is likely to arise.
And if Britain leads the world, why should not Leicester lead Britain?
Thanks very largely to the activity of our forebears in this Society, we have
in Leicester an active and virile student population. Our mixture of races
and creeds is as varied as anywhere else in the country. We possess, in the
"Mercury" as lively a local newspaper as you can find anywhere, and one
moreover, which encourages, on its correspondence page, as free an expression of opinion as we in this Society encourage on our own platform.
So let us return to the thoughts and aspirations of the founders of
our Society. They looked forward to contributing something to natural
philosophy, to literature and to art. Let us congratulate ourselves on the
success they had in stimulating intellectual curiosity. And let us dedicate
ourselves to the future students of Leicester; to students of all ages and
of all disciplines; to all those who still want to learn and still want to think.
Let us welcome them to our company; let us join with them in their endeavours.

REPORT OF THE COUNCIL
The programme of the 1974-75 Session was as follows:
7

October Opening Meeting-Address by the President, followed by a
Social Gathering.

21

October Michael Greenhalgh, M.A., Ph.D., Lecturer in History of
Art, University of Leicester. Sir John Vanburgh-Architect of Blenheim (with slides).

4

November Jack Simmons, M.A., F.R.Hist.S., F.R.S.C., Professor of
History, University of Leicester. The Character of Leicester.

18

November
slides).

2

December Robin Midgley. The Provincial Theatre.

Lady Wheeler. Finding a Catacomb near Rome (with

16 December William L. Reed, M.A., D.Mus. Elgar-His Homes and
His Music (with slides and recordings).
20

January Ray Gambell, B.Sc., Ph.D., Officer in charge of Whale Research Unit, British Museum (Natural History). Whales and Whaling
(with slides). In conjunction with the Natural History Section.

3

February Alec Clifton-Taylor, M.A., F.S.A. Houses of English Stone
(with slides). In conjunction with the Geology Section.

17

February A. R. Humphreys, M.A., A.M., Professor of English, University of Leicester. Pakistan-Views on a Visit (with slides).

3

March E. R. Laithwaite, D.Sc., Ph.D., C.Eng., F.I.E.E., F.I.E.E.E.,
Professor of Heavy Electrical Engineering, Imperial College, London.
Evolution and the Managing Director (with slides). Latham Lecture.

17 March Joyce Dunsheath, B.A., B.Sc. (Econ.), F.R.G.S. Adventure in
the Caucasus (with slides).
The quality of the lectures was high; the attendance was also good, and
on one occasion (Lady Wheeler) it came close to the maximum now permitted
in the Museum of 220.
This programme was the last to be arranged by Miss Waddington in her
capacity as Hon. Secretary. At the Annual General Meeting she indicated her
wish to resign; there was some difficulty in finding a successor, but Dr.
Watson agreed to act as Programme Secretary, and to perform the normal
duties of the Hon. Secretary with such help as could be found. Mr. Baker
kindly offered to combine the work of the Hon. Treasurer and Membership
Secretary, and he and Mrs. Baker have given the Hon. Secretary much
valuable assistance.
Miss Waddington became Hon. Secretary in 1968 on the death of
Mr. R. L. Ager. By her energy, enthusiasm and intelligence she has held the
society together at a time of great difficulty, and the Society owes her a great
I6
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debt of gratitude. It is pleasant to record that Council has elected Miss
Waddington to be a Life Vice-President of the Society.
The sudden death of the President-Elect, Mr. H. V. Hayman, was
reported in last year's Transactions; in his place the Council elected Professor P. C. Sylvester-Bradley. Mr. P.R. Goodwin had already agreed to act
as Minutes Secretary during Mr. Hayman's term of office as President, and
now took over the post.
In October, after some preliminary discussion, the Society entered
into an agreement with Latham's (Leicester) Ltd., who had suggested that
they should sponsor a lecture. The first "Latham Lecture" was given by
Professor Laithwaite on March 3, and it was a great pleasure to welcome on
that occasion Mr. Simmonds, the Managing Director of Latham's, and Mrs.
Simmonds. Council welcomes the contact with local industry and business
which this sponsorship involves, and hopes to extend the idea further.
Another innovation was the introduction of two discussion meetings.
These took place at Vaughan College (by kind permission of the Warden)
and were greatly enjoyed by those who took part. It is hoped to continue
the experiment next year.

J.

R. WATSON

REPORTS OF THE SECTIONS
Natural History
President: I. M. Evans, M.A., F.M.A., M.I.BIOL.
Chairman: L. c. Lewis, B.COMM.
Vice-Chairman: Miss J. Dawson, M.A.
Hon. Secretary: J. A. Morton, B.Sc.
Hon. Treasurer: F. W. G. James
Editor: L. C. Lewis, B.COMM.
Committee: Mrs. M. E. Ball, B.co:i.m., Miss S. Canetti, B.Sc.,
Miss B. Davies, B.A., D. Gordon, L. Jones, D. A. C. McNeil,
B.SC., PH.D., Mrs. D. Thompson, B.Sc.
The highlight of 1974 was, without doubt, the revival of the News
Letter, after an interval of nearly seven years. Two issues were produced
during the year, under the capable editorship of Mr. L. C. Lewis, and were
well received both within and outside the Section.
Co-operation and consultation was the keynote for 1974. The Section
affiliated to the British Naturalists' Association and, to avoid the obvious
overlapping of interests which would occur if a local branch of the B.N.A.
were established in Leicester, the members of the B.N.A. living locally were
invited to join the Section. Members had an opportunity to contribute to the
B.N.A.'s Phenological Enquiry by completing report sheets during the year.
The Council for Nature, from whom the Section, as an affiliated
society, receives the quarterly "Habitat Digest", aims to encourage co-operation between natural history societies and national bodies with similar
interests, and to strengthen its regional organisation and, to this purpose,
called a national meeting of natural history societies. This meeting, held in
London on 21st September, 1974, was attended by the Chairman and ViceChainnan on the Section's behalf.
In addition useful conversations took place between the officers of the
Committee and the parent body, the Leicester Literary and Philosophical
Society, on a number of matters, and the Section was also represented at
meetings of the newly fanned Leicestershire Environment Forum.
Once again a symposium arranged jointly by the Natural History
Section and the University of Leicester, on the topic "Leicestershire Waters",
was well supported. The Section combined with the Mansfield Natural
History Society for an excursion to Derbyshire. New departures in the pattern
of field meetings included a moth-trapping evening in the summer, and an
outdoor winter meeting, at Eyebrook Reservoir. Further details of these
meetings are given elsewhere in the report. The joint summer meeting
with the Rutland Natural History Society on 3rd August was again arranged,
this time on "our" territory.
Paid up membership for the year was 141. Once again, ordinary
meetings were hdd at fortnightly intervals.
IS
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The average attendance for the second half of the 1973-74 winter
session was 50, to hear the following speakers: J. Otter, "Birds in Domestication".
2 January
P. Evans, "North Sea Oil versus North Sea Birds",
7 January
joint meeting with parent body.
R. V. Collier, "Wildlife Conservation in Action".
16 January
Dr. J. R. Flenley, "Plant Hun.ting in South East Asia".
30 January
13 February D. Bodger, "Life on the Seashore".
27 February Dr. W. C. Block, "Soil Animals".
I. M. Evans, Dr. A. Brown, D. Gordon and L. C. Lewis,
13 March
"Parish Natural History".
The Annual General Meeting was held on the 27th March 1974 after
which slides ,vere shown by a number of the members. The Section's programme of outdoor meetings included: 27 April
Barkby Holt, Mr. and Mrs. J. W. Hesselgreaves.
II May
Owston Wood, H. G. Cherry.
25 May
Loddington Reddish, Mrs. D. Kolaczek.
9 June
Full-day excursion to Lincolnshire Trust Reserves, D. J.
Gordon and R. V. Collier.
Sheepy and River Sence, I. M. Evans.
22 June
Full-day excursion to Padley Gorge and Lathkilldale,
7 July
Derbyshire, Miss J. Dawson, joint meeting with the
Mansfield Natural History Society.
King Lud's Entrenchments, Lt. Col. D. H. Hall-Smith.
20 July
High Sharpley and Ulverscroft, Mrs. P. Candlish.
3 August
Spring Wood and Staunton Harold Reservoir, Miss
17 August
S. Canetti.
Stanford Reservoir, Mrs. D. Thompson.
31 August
14 September Ratby to Thornton, L. Jones.
28 September Cliffe Hill, Peldar Tor and Charnwood Lodge, Dr.
R. J. King.
Launde Big Wood, Mr. and Mrs. J. Fieldhouse.
12 October
17 November Eyebrook Reservoir, J. Otter.
The average attendance at field meetings was 28. The Section would
like to thank all leaders, landowners and helpers who made the programme
successful.
The indoor .winter programme for 1974-75 began on 16th October
with an Exhibition Evening. Exhibits and talks by ten members were very
well received by those present.
Speakers for the rest of the year were: 30 October
T. A. Morton, "Dragonflies".
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13 November H. I. James, "Plants of West Leicestershire".
27 November S. Mintey, "Nature in Camera".
n December Dr. J. M. Cherrett, "Leaf-cutting Ants in South
America".
The average attendance for these meetings was 48.
The Hon. Secretary would like to thank the Officers, Committee and
Members of the Section for their help and suggestions during the year and
Miss B. Davies for assistance with this report and for taking minutes of
indoor meetings.

Geology
President: R. J. King, PH.D.
Chairman: J. D. Hudson, M.A., PH.D., F.G.s.
Vice-Chairman: Mrs. C. E. Thorpe.
Hon. Secretary: M. D. Jones, M.Sc., A.M.A., F.G.s.
Hon. Treasurer: J. Martin, B.Sc.
Field Meetings Secretary: R. J. King, PH.D.
Student Representative: D. Antea.
Committee: J. Whysall, G. Stacey, P. Maguire, B.Sc., M. Le Bas,
PH.D., F.G.S.

Of particular note during the year under review was the introduction of
the Iris King memorial prizes, an award for projects submitted by students
in two classes, those under the age of 14 and those between 14 and 17 years
old. Mr. D. Martill was awarded the prize for the 14-17 age group for a
project on a Holocene fossil assemblage from Huntingdonshire. No award
was made for the younger age group.
Membership during the year was 134.
Evening meetings:
10 October, 1974 "Volcanic landforms in Iceland", Mr. C. Wood.
24 October "Engineering geophysics-the location of caves and
mines", Mr. W. S. Moffat.
7 November "Geological history of the Lake District-new developments", Dr. F. Moseley.
21 November "Climate and fauna in the Ordovician and Silurian",
Dr. L. R. M. Cocks.
December "Geology of the Empingham Reservoir Project", Mr.
P. Horswill.
19 December Conversazione.
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9 January, 1975 "The evolution of the continents and oceans'', Dr.
B. Windley.
· 23 January Members' Evening.
25 January "Quarrying and Environment", a Saturday School at
Vaughan College.
3 February "Houses of English Stone", Mr. A. Clifton-Taylor. Joint
meeting with the parent body.
6 February "Metal deposits of the Peruvian Andes", Dr.' C. Halls.
20 February "The Great Barrier Reef". A film show and buffet held
at Vaughan College, at which the Section were hosts to the Natural
History Section.
6 March Chairman's Address on "The Geology of Arran, Scotland"
and A.G.M.
Field meetings:
II May, 1974 A half-day visit to study the Pleistocene deposits and
geomorphology of the Market Bosworth area.
Leader: Mr. T. Douglas.
2 June An excursion to Chamwood Forest to demonstrate a new
interpretation of some of the structural and stratigraphical evidence
for this complex area.
Leader: Mr. J. Moseley.
22 June A full-day coach trip to the northern and central Cotswolds
to examine, in particular, the Bajocian.
Leader: Dr. H. Torrens.
6 July A day trip to the radiometric dating laboratories at Cambridge, where under the guidance of Dr. J. A. Miller and colleagues
the process of rock dating was demonstrated.
14 September A half-day trip to the Irchester area of Northamptonshire where members of an extramural study group demonstrated
their work on the Middle Jurassic.
Leader: Mr. R. Pegg.
28 September A full-day coach trip to the Wirksworth and Brassington areas of Derbyshire.
Leader: Dr. T. Ford.

CADDIS FLY RECORDS FOR
LEICESTERSHIRE*
by

J. R. A. GRAY, B.Sc., Ph.D.
Merseyside County Museums, William Brown Street, Liverpool**

I. INTRODUCTION
Caddis flies are a largely neglected group of insects compared with
moths and beetles, where amateur collectors have contributed considerably
to the county fauna lists. The biggest obstacles to their study have always
been the difficulty of identification, especially in the immature stages, and
the largely crepuscular habits of the adults. This paper does not attempt to
produce either a complete species list for the county or a realistic distribu. tion pattern for any given species. It does however gather together all
available records in the hope that publication will stimulate further study.
II.

PUBLISHED RECORDS
A search of the literature has produced only a handful of published
records for the county proper. There is no mention of the group in the
Victoria History of the County of Leicestershire published in 1907, a
convenient starting point, and no prior records have been traced. The account
by Douglas in the companion volume for Rutland (Douglas 1908) does
however contain a record of Limnephilus rhombicm, unfortunately unlocalised. Kimmins (1934) includes a record of Anabolia neroosa collected at
Lubenham in 1933 by Canon L. W. Grensted. Studies by Tindall on the
case and functional morphology of larvae (Tindall 1960, 1963) refer incidentally to larvae of Triaenodes bicolor collected from the canal at Kibworth in
1959 and to larvae of Limnephiltts spp., "probably L. politi,s and L.
marmoratus", from the canal between Wigston and Saddington in the period
1959-1962.
The most useful paper is that of Crichton (1971), who lists limnephilids
taken during 1966-1968 at a Rothamsted light trap at Sutton Bonington.
The trap was located one mile on the Nottinghamshire side of the River Soar,
which forms the county boundary with Leicestershire at this point. The
family concerned includes the strongest fliers amongst the caddis flies and
although there is a possibility of alternative sources within a one mile radius,
it seems reasonable to presume that those caught had emerged from the
River Soar and these records have, therefore, been included.

• Leicestershire is here used in the sense of the new administrative county. It is,
except for minor boundary changes, equivalent to Watsonian vice-county SS and
includes Rutland.
••Address now: Bolton Museum and Art Gallery, Le Mans Crescent, Bolton, BLl 1SA.
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III. OTHER SOURCES
Most of the information in this paper is based on material in the collections of the Leicestershire Museums Service. The records from Barrow
upon Soar, Newtown Linford, Quom and Sketchley are mostly of specimens
taken in mercury vapour traps operated by lepidopterists. Others are mainly
individual specimens taken at night or swept from vegetation in the course
of general collecting. Much of the material taken during 1962-64 had been
identified by D. E. Kimmins and that taken at Barrow upon Soar during
1966 by Dr. M. I. Crichton. The author is responsible for all other determinations. For reasons of time no attempt was made to identify the greater
part of the considerable quantity of larval material in the collections.
IV.

SPECIES LIST
The nomenclature and order followed is that of Kimmins (1966). Each·
species record is accompanied where possible by number and sex, place of
capture with full six-figure national grid reference, date and initials of the
collector. Collectors' names have been abbreviated as follows (arranged in
alphabetical order of surname): DB-D. Bland, HABC-H. A. B. Clements,
MCD-M. C. Davey, KE-K. Edwards, IME-1. M. Evans, DJF-D. J.
Foxwell, PHG-P. H. Gamble, DG-D. Goddard, LWG-L. W. Grensted,
MJL-M. J. Leech, CEO-C. E. Owen, PO-P. Owen. Unless otherwise
stated records refer to adult insects.

Rhyacoph11idae
I.
Rhyacophila dorsalis (Curtis)
Larva, Black Brook, Shepshed, SK 4720, 5.ii. 1967, HABC
Polycentropodidae
17.
Plectrocnemia conspersa (Curtis)
Id', Hallgates, Newtown Linford, SK 54n, viii. 1962, MJL; 2
larvae, Black Brook, Shepshed, SK 4720, 5.ii. 1967, HABC
20.
Polycentroptts flavomacttlattts (Pictet)
1 d', Villiers Hall, Manor Road, Oadby, SK 618017, 17.vi. 1968, DG
26.
Cyrnus trimacttlat11s (Curtis)
Id', Barrow upon Soar, SK 575172, 9.ix. 1966, MCD
Psychomyiidae
30.
Tinodes waeneri (L.)
Id', Barrow upon Soar, SK 575172, 3.ix. 1966, MCD
Hydropsychidae
47.
Hydropsyclze instabilis (Curtis)
2d' d', Swithland Wood, Newtown Linford, SK 538129, 28.vii.
1962, DJF; Id', Hallgates, Newtown Linford, SK 54n, viii. 1962,
MJL; 2d' d', Newtown Linford, SK 54n, I.viii. 1962, DJF
Phryganeidae
83.
Phryganea grandis L.
Id', I 9, Ashby Canal, Snarestone, SK 343088, 9.vi. 1963, IME
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Phryganea striata L.
Icf, Grand Union Canal, Wigston, SP 6196, 27.v. 1961, DB; 1 ~,
Swithland Wood, Newtown Linford, SK 538129, 28.vii. 1962, DJF;
I~, concrete pond, Bardon Hill, Bardon, SK 4513, 29.vi. 1963, IME

Limnephilidae
Limnephilus rhombicus (L.)

97.

98.

IOI.

102.

103.
104.
105.
106.

108.
n3.

Rutland (Douglas 1908); 1 cf, Byway Road, Leicester, SK 6no26,
31.vii. 1962, DJF
Limnephilus flamcornis (Fabr.)
3cf cf, 3 ~ ~, Hallgates, Newtown Linford, SK 54n, viii. 1962,
MJL; I~, Sketchley, ·sp 426925, 2.ix. 1962, DJF; Ashby Canal,
Snarestone, SK 343087, 21.iv. 1964, IME; 14cf cf, 8 ~ ~, Barrow
upon Soar, SK 575172, 2-13.ix. 1966, MCD; 2cf cf, 2 ~ ~, Barrow
upon Soar, SK 575172, n-31.viii. 1967, MCD; 4, Sutton Bonington,
SK 505261, 1966-68 (Crichton 1971)
Limnephilus marmoratus Curtis
7cf cf, 7 ~ ~, Hallgates, Newtown Linford, SK 54n, viii. 1962,
MJL; 1 ~, Hallgates, Newtown Linford, SK 54n, I.viii. 1962, DJF;
1cf, Grand Union Canal, Wigston, SP 5997, 5.x. 1963, DG; Icf,
2 ~ ~, Barrow upon Soar, SK 575172, 9-10.ix. 1966, MCD; I cf,
Barrow upon Soar, SK 575172, n-12.viii. 1967, MCD
Limnephilus politus McLachlan
I cf, Grand Union Canal, Wigston, SP 6196, 6.x. 1962, DG; I~,
Grand Union Canal, Wigston, SP 6196, xi. 1962, KE; I cf, 5 ~ ~,
Grand Union Canal, Wigston, SP 5997 /6097, 5.x. 1963, DG
Limnephilus stigma Curtis
I~, Hallgates, Newtown Linford, SK 542n5, x. 1962, MJL
Limnephilus binotatt1s Curtis
I~, Grand Union Canal, Wigston, SP 5997 /6097, DG
Limnephilus decipiens Q<olenati)
I cf, I~, Barrow upon Soar, SK 575172, 1-5.ix. 1966, MCD
Limnephilus lunatus Curtis
2cf cf, I~, Hallgates, Newtown Linford, SK 54n, viii. 1962, MJL;
I cf, 3 ~ ~, Sketchley, SP 426925, 2.ix. 1966, DJF; 19cf cf, 8 ~ ~,
Barrow upon Soar, SK 575172, 1-13.ix. 1966, MCD; 9cf cf, 6 ~ ~,
Barrow upon Soar, SK 575172, 16.viii-8.ix. 1967, MCD; 17, Sutton
Bonington, SK 505261, 1966-68 (Crichton 1971)
Limnephilus ignaoos McLachlan
I, Sutton Bonington, SK 505261, 1966 (Crichton 1971)
Limnephilus a/finis Curtis
Icf, I~, Sketchley, SP 426925, 2.ix. 1962, DJF; Scfcf, 7~ ~'
Barrow upon Soar, SK 575172, 7-13.ix. 1966, MCD; 2cf cf, Barrow
upon Soar, SK 575172, 31.viii.-2.ix. 1967, MCD; 2, Sutton Bonington, SK 505261, 1966-68 (Crichton 1971)
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rr7.

118.

u9.

120.
r25.

126.

128.

131.
134.

r35.

Limnephiltis hirsuti,s (Pictet)
rd', Barrow upon Soar, SK 575172, r3.ix. r966, MCD; r 9, Barrow
upon Soar, SK 575172, u-12.viii. r967, MCD
Limnephilus sparsus Curtis
r 9, Hallgates, Newtown Linford, SK 54II, viii. r962, MJL; Id',
Botcheston Bog, Desford, SK 485047, 22.viii. r964, IME; II d' d',
2 9 9, Barrow upon Soar, SK 575r72, r-r3.ix. r966, MCD;
I 9, Barrow upon Soar, SK 575172, 2.ix. r967, MCD; 7, Sutton
Bonington, SK 505261, 1966-68 (Crichton 1971); 3d' d', Quorn, SK
558162, 28-29.ix. 1971, PHG
Limnephilus at1ricula Curtis
1 d', 1 9, Sketchley, SP 426925, 2.ix. 1962, DJF; I~, Shepshed,
SK 4719, 28.v. 1966, HABC; 18d' d', 10 9 9, Barrow upon Soar,
SK 575172, 2-13.ix. 1966, MCD; 4d' d', Quorn, SK 558162, 29.ix.
1966, PHG; 15, Sutton Bonington, SK 505261, 1966-68 (Crichton
r971); 3 d' d', 3 9 9, Barrow upon Soar, SK 575172, 16.viii-2.ix.
r967, MCD
Limnephilt1s vittatus (Fabr.)
21 d' d', 18 9 9, Hallgates, Newtown Linford, SK 54II, viii. 1962,
MJL; II d' d', 7 9 9, Barrow upon Soar, SK 575172, 1-13.ix. 1966,
MCD; rd', 1 9, Barrow upon Soar, SK 575172, 2.ix. 1967, MCD;
15, Sutton Bonington, SK 505261, 1966-67 (Crichton 1971)
Limnephilus nigriceps (Zetterstedt)
2d' d', Grand Union Canal, Wigston, SP 5997/6097, 5.x. 1963, DG
Grammotaulius atomarit,s (Fabr.)
3d' d', Hallgates, Newtown Linford, SK 54II, viii. 1962, MJL;
2d' d', 4 9 9, Barrow upon Soar, SK 575r72, 1-10.ix. 1966, MCD;
1 d', Quorn, SK 558162, 28.ix. 1971, PHG
Glyphotaelius pell11cidt1s (Retzius)
Id', 19, Hallgates, Newtown Linford, SK 54II, viii. 1962, MJL;
1, Sutton Bonington, SK 505261, 1966 (Crichton 1971); 2d' d',
1 9, Barrow upon Soar, SK 575172, 3-10.ix. 1966, MCD; Barrow
upon Soar, SK 575r72, 31.viii-8.ix. r967, MCD; 2, Quorn, SK
558162, 29.ix. 1971, PHG
Anabolia nervosa (Curtis)
Lubenham, SP 7087, 25.ix. 1933, LWG (Kimmins 1934); 19, Eye
Brook, Great Easton, SP 856942, 14.x. 1962, IME; 2 9 9, Eye
Brook, Caldecott, SP 856942, 14.x. 1962, IME
Potamophylax latipennis (Curtis)
Id', Hallgates, Newtown Linford, SK 542II5, x. 1962, MJL
Halems radiatt,s (Curtis)
2d' d', Hallgates, Newtown Linford, SK 542II5, x. 1962, MJL;
9, Sutton Bonington, SK 50526r,'1966 (Crichton 197r)
Halesus digitatus (Schrank)
rd', Hallgates, Newtown Linford, SK 542II5, 30.ix. 1962, MJL;
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2d' d', Hallgates, Newtown Linford, SK 542n5, x. 1962, MJL; 1,
Sutton Bonington, SK 505261, 1966 (Crichton 1971); 1d', Quom,
SK 558162, 28.ix. 1971, PHG
Stenophylax permistm McLachlan
1 ~, Hallgates, Newtown Linford, SK 54n, viii. 1962, MJL; 1 d',
Adrian Building, University Road, Leicester, SK 593031, 27.v. 1962,
DG; 3d' d', I !i?, Barrow upon Soar, SK 575172, 5-10.ix. 1966,
MCD; I, Sutton Bonington, SK 505261, 1967 (Crichton 1971);
I !i?, Villiers Hall, Manor Road, Oadby, SK 618017, 15.vi. 1968,
DG; 2 !i? ~, Quorn, SK 558162, 28-29.ix. 1971, PHG; 1, New
Walk, Leicester, SK 592038, 6.v. 1975, CEO
Stenophylax sequax (McLachlan)
1d', Hallgates, Newtown Linford, SK 54n, viii. 1962, MJL

Molannidae
147. Molanna angustata Curtis
3 d' d', 1 !j?, Hallgates, Newtown Linford, SK 54n, viii. 1962, MJL
Leptoceridae
167. Mystacides longicornis (L.)

168.

2 !i? ~, Hallgates, Newtown Linford, SK 54n, viii. 1962, MJL
Triaenodes bicolor (Curtis)
Larvae, Grand Union Canal, Kibworth, SP 662948, 1959 (Tindall
1960); larva, Ashby Canal, Snarestone, SK 343087, 21.iv. 1964,

IME
175.

Oecetis ochracea (Curtis)

4d' d', stomach of trout, Eyebrook Reservoir, SP 8595, 27.vi. 1960,
PO; 6d' d', 7 !j? ~, Hallgates, Newtown Linford, SK 54n, viii. 1962,
MJL; 1 !i?, Sketchley, SP 426925, 2.ix. 1962, DJF; 2 ~ ~, Barrow
upon Soar, SK 575172, 2-5.ix. 1966, MCD; 1 !i?, Villiers Hall,
Manor Road, Oadby, SK 618017, 17.vi. 1968, DG
V.

COMMENTS
Most of the species recorded are of common occurrence in Britain. The
majority belong to the family Limnephilidae which are strong fliers and can
be attracted to light a considerable distance from the emergence site. Many
other caddis flies are incapable of sustained flight and would not therefore
be expected in light trap captures where the trap was designed to attract
Lepidoptera.
Several species are worthy of special mention. Limnephiltts binotatus
was considered in the past to be confined to the Norfolk Broads area (Moseley
1939), but has since been shown to be of more general distribution (Kidd
1963) and with the Leicestershire record has been recorded from ten counties
in the British Isles. Limnephiltts dccipiens is stated by Hicken (1967) to be
local and confined to southern England. Moseley (1939) considered that
Limnephilus nigriceps has a very local distribution and therefore the record
from the Grand Union Canal is of interest.
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A SURVEY OF AMPHIBIANS
IN LEICESTERSHIRE GARDENS
by

J. H. MATHIAS, B.Sc., Ph.D.
MUSEUM, NEW WALK, LEICESTER

I. INTRODUCTION
Vigorous amphibian populations are a traditional feature of the English
countryside, and until recently their established position had not been
questioned. However, current surveys show that from the late nineteenforties their'numbers have declined steadily and are now at an all time low
(Cooke and Ferguson, 1973; Howes, 1973; Prestt, Cooke and Corbett, 1974).
The vulnerability of British amphibians stems largely from their
breeding requirements. Clean, standing water must be available for about
three months of the year so that the aquatic phase of their development can
be completed. Traditional breeding sites include field ponds, drainage
ditches, the shallows of larger bodies of water, marshland, flood meadows
and similar wet, rural situations. Since the nineteen-forties these sites have
progressively been destroyed by man's activities: massive urbanisation;
extensive land drainage; river "improvement" schemes; and, most important, by the widespread use of modem agricultural methods. Prairietype field amalgamation is a technique used in east Leicestershire, hedges
and ponds being destroyed to make fields sufficiently large for mechanization
to be profitable. This leads to large-scale, repeated application of fertilisers,
herbicides and insecticides which then pollute what water still remains in
the area. Some of these substances have been shown to have deleterious
effects on amphibian adult and larval stages (Cooke, 1973a, 1973b, 1974)
in the laboratory and current surveys are being carried out to assess their
influence in the wild.
Other factors which assume importance when considered alongside
breeding site destruction are road deaths during spring migrations to spawning sites and the widespread collecting by children, schools and biological
supply firms when frog development and dissection were on the secondary
syllabus.
·
Subjected to these pressures, amphibian populations have dwindled so
much that extinction in some areas has become a possibility. Cooke and
Ferguson (1973) estimate that present-day populations of frogs and toads
in Huntingdonshire represent 1-2% of the numbers present in the late
nineteen-thirties, and reintroductions of some species into certain areas are
now being attempted. However, with the exception of some notes by Cooke
(1975), amphibian recorders seem largely to have ignored a rapidly expanding volume of standing water in urban areas, garden and ornamental
ponds, which may support an important and previously unrecorded amphibian breeding population. If amphibians can fully realise the potential
28

A SURVEY OF AMPHIBIANS

29

of such expanses of urban water by adapting to a life in close association
with man, there would be substantial compensation for the losses of their
traditional breeding areas.
At present little information exists on how far this colonisation of
urban water has progressed. In 1970 Bell (1970) summarised all the recent
(post 1959) Leicestershire amphibian records held at the museum. The
majority of localities he gives are rural and few records are cited for the
centres of population. Leicester itself provides only 19 frog, II toad, 22
smooth newt and 7 crested newt records, and only a small proportion of
these are specifically from garden ponds.
The purpose of this survey, then, is to determine the extent of amphibian breeding in garden ponds in Leicestershire* and to estimate how
effectively the four major amphibian species have expanded into this new
urban habitat.
II.

METHOD
The survey was begun in spring 1974 by making a direct request to
the general public for information. A letter was published on April 13th,
1974, in the Leicester Mercury, the local evening newspaper, requesting
details from anyone in the county who had seen frogs, toads or newts
recently and who knew of current spawning sites-particularly in urban
areas. This was followed a week later by two interviews on BBC Radio
Leicester when information was again requested.
By the end of May 1974 the initial response had died down and a
further letter was published in the Mercury followed by another interview
on local radio.
III.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

I. GENERAL

(i) Response
The response was far greater than had been anticipated. Over 400
replies were received representing a total of 399 new sites. Some duplication of records from public amenity sites such as Bradgate Park
occurred and the duplicates were discounted. Replies arrived by letter
and by telephone, roughly in the proportion 70% telephone : 30%
letter.
(ii) Reliability of Reports
(a) By telephone
All of the telephone replies were taken by myself and by careful questioning of the informants they produced detailed and accurate observations. On the whole, people who were sufficiently motivated to reply
at all had a good idea of the differences between frogs and toads and
between frog and toad spawn.
The newt species presented more of a problem, but with careful
questioning it was usually possible to distinguish between smooth and
crested newt observations. No attempt was made to distinguish palmate
..'Leicestershire" referred to in this paper includes Rutland.
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newts from the other two newt species in these conversations because
it would have added an unwarranted complication. The palmate newt
has an extremely limited distribution in the county (Squires, 1974)
if it survives at all-and is the least likely species to be found in urban
areas.
During these conversations it was also possible to request data about
the breeding sites-notably pond size and age-and these are presented
below.
(b) By letter
The reliability of replies by letter is more difficult to assess. The majority
were reports of frog spawning sites and it is fairly safe to assume that
frog spawn can be recognized as such by the average member of the
general public. Where both frog and toad sites are reported the observer
has presumably seen both types of spawn and recognised that they are
different. Reports of toad only breeding sites could be viewed with
some suspicion but in fact they represented only a very small number
of the total. Similarly the number of letters where confusion could
have occurred between smooth and crested newts was very small and
they were taken at face value with the reservations expressed below.

(iii) Urban Sites
The 399 new site reports received were from all kinds of localities;
63 (15.8%) from non-urban sites (mainly unrecorded localities of a
traditional type) and 336 (84.2%) from gardens. More than one species
were observed at a number of these sites and the 399 site reports in
fact represent 624 new species records; 82 (13.1%) of these from rural
situation and 542 (86.9%) from gardens.
This survey was undertaken in order to illustrate amphibian urbanisation so only those site reports (336) and species records (542) from
gardens were used for the analyses detailed below.
(iv) Scoring the Reports
Each site report included observations on one or more species, and these
species records were scored as either:
(a) Sighting records where the infonnant had seen one or more amphibians in a garden or garden pond but had seen no evidence of
breeding;
(b) breeding records where spawn, tadpoles or immature newts had
been seen in a garden pond.
Accordingly, each observation at a particular site was listed as a
sighting or breeding record.
This system works well for frogs and toads but some difficulty was
encountered with newt records because evidence of newt breeding is
not immediately apparent to the casual observer. Breeding records
were accepted if the observer had seen eggs or larvre in the pond, otherwise breeding was assumed only if a colony of newts-rather than single
individuals-had been seen in the water during the breeding season.
Even so, it is likely that the results for smooth newts are biased toward
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tl1e sighting totals and many of the sighting records must in fact represent
breeding localities.
Of the 542 urban species records generated by the survey, 170
(31.4%) were classed as sightings and 372 (68.6%) as breeding localities.
2.

COVERAGE

Distributions of the four species were plotted on tetrad maps of
Leicestershire. The maps are based on the Ordnance Survey 10 km grid;
each 10 km square is divided into 25 2 km square units, each unit being
lettered as shown in fig. 1. This complements previously published
county distribution maps (Bell, 1970).
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Coverage map showing the distribution of reports from urban sites and
the standard lettering of the tetrad grid.

Reports were received from 18 of the 41 10 km squares which include
part of new Leicestershire. All the main centres of population were
covered to some degree except for Oakham (SK 8oU) and Uppingham
(SP 89U), though reports from Loughborough (SK 51E, J, P, I, N;
SK 52F), Melton Mowbray (SK 71P) and Market Harborough (SP
78I) are very thin. This probably illustrates the places where the Leicester Mercury readership is low rather than a lack of amphibians in
garden ponds. Considering the inherent limitations of the approach
which was made to the general public these gaps in coverage could be
expected, and the situation revealed around Leicester itself is probably
most relevant to the survey.
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Most reports .came from the suburban housing development areas
and the villages immediately to the north and west of the city (SK 50).
Oadby (SK 6oF, 69J), Knighton (SK 6oA), Stoneygate (SK 6oB),
Aylestone (SK 50V), Wigston (SP 69E, 59Z), Glen Parva (SP 59U),
Braunstone (SK 50M), Leicester Forest East (SK 50G, 50L), Glenfield
(SK 50M, 50N), Birstall (SK 50Z), Thurmaston (SK 6oE), Evington
(SK 6oC) and Thumby Lodge (SK 6oH) form a ring of suburban housing, much of it well gardened, around the industrial and shopping areas
of the city (SK 50W, X, Y) and very many reports were received from
these districts. The Cropston (SK 51K), Anstey (SK 50P), Rothley
(SK 51W), Thurcaston (SK 51Q), Kirby Muxloe (SK 50H) and Groby
(SK 50I) areas provided a substantial body of records to the northwest of the city as did Huncote (SP 59D), Narborough (SP 59I, N),
Cosby (SP 59N), Countesthorpe (SP 59S), Blaby (SP 59T) and Great
Glen (SP 69N) to the south. The Coalville and Whitwick areas in the
north-east of the county (SK 41) were also well covered, thanks largely
to the enthusiasm of a few interested observers.

3.

CoMMON FROG,

Rana temporaria L.

(i) Reports

The breakdown of the urban species records is given in Table I. Over
half of the records received were of frogs and 88.7% of these were
frogs breeding in garden ponds. An attempt was made to estimate
average population sizes from counts of spawn deposits and pairs seen
in each pond, but the data obtained were of questionable accuracy.
Observers frequently expressed doubt about how many pairs and spawn
deposits they had seen, and in many cases the counts of adults bore little
relationship to the numbers of spawn deposits.
Breeding

Sighting

Totals

258 (88.7%)

33 (11.3%)

291 (53.7%)

B. bufo

53 (47.7%)

58 (52.3%)

111 (20.5%)

T. vulgaris

61 (46.6%)

70 (53.4%)

131 {24.2%)

R. tcmporaria

T. crlstatus

0

372 {68.6%)

9 {100.0%)

170 (31.4%)

9

{1.6%)

542 (100.0%)

Table I. Breakdown of species records.
Figures in brackets arc percentages.

These data, therefore, are not included in this account and nothing
conclusive can be said about the actual population sizes. However,
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my impression, after speaking with about 200 contributors on the telephone, is that apart from a small number of long established, massive
breeding colonies, spawn has appeared mainly over the past five years
and breeding is becoming established at about 2-6 deposits per pond.
This finding supports the views of Cooke (1975) who estimates that
in a typical garden pond about 10 frogs may be breeding whereas the
average non-urban site would usually support a population several times
this size. The populations centred on garden ponds seem to be
stabilizing at lower levels because the suitable habitat is relatively
small and constricting-presenting the adults with the expected problems
of dispersal, food, and breeding competition, for example.
(ii) Distribution (Fig. 2)
The distribution pattern for frog site reports is very similar to the
general distribution discussed above. Most reports originated from the
encircling city housing areas with a general preponderance to the north
and west of the city (and county).

4. COMMON TOAD, Bttfo bufo (L.)
(i) Reports
Table I shows that III toad reports were received, representing 20.5%
of the total. About half were breeding records (52.3%) and a half
sightings (47.7%). Again, no conclusive evidence emerged about average
population sizes, but it was clear from speaking to the observers that
the toad colonies were much smaller than those of frogs and were
taking much longer to build up numbers. Frequently only one deposit
and one pair were reported from a pond whereas this was unusual for
the frog observations.
Many of the sightings were of single toads which remained resident
in a garden for the whole year, in some cases for many years. This
is not the case with the frog reports where individuals were seen in a
garden perhaps once or twice during the year, illustrating the frogs
more active non-breeding season behaviour pattern (Smith, 1951). The
toad's solitary, stable, almost fossorial existence in the non-breeding
season is not conducive to a rapid spread of the species and this, rather
than its intolerance of garden conditions, is probably the reason for
its low numerical presence. Large populations can certainly build up
in one locality (Mathias, 1971), but where the available breeding water
is split up into a number of small units separated by garden walls,
hedges, etc., this seems likely to take a considerable time.
(ii) Distribution (Fig. 3)
The toad distribution maps show a much greater concentration of reports
around the north-western side of the city, progressing through to the
edge of Chamwood. This is an area of more established housing with
a substantial amount of natural standing water supporting previously
recorded (Bell, 1970) large toad colonies-e.g. Groby Pool and Cropston
Reservoir. The spread of toads from other nuclei into the newer urban
dev~lopments elsewhere around the city is clearly progressing slowly.
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5.

SMOOTH
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NEWT, Triturt1s vulgaris (L.)

(i) Reports
.
Table I shows that 131 smooth newt records were received, representing
24.2% of the total; 70 (53.4%) were sightings and 61 (46.6%) were
of breeding sites. As i~dicated above, this almost certainly represents
an underestimate of breeding sites because no easily identifiable spawn
mass is left in the pond for confirmation of breeding. Hence no estimate
could be made of breeding population sizes.
(ii) Distribution (Fig. 4)
The maps show a much more even distribution of sites around the city
even though square SK 50 still has most records. Assuming that the
breeding site proportion is rather a low estimate, appreciably more
smooth newt breeding records than toad records were received; this.
together with the wider distribution, suggests that the smooth newt
breeding population currently being supported in ponds around the
city is larger and more widespread than the toad population. This in
turn would suggest that the smooth newt is the more successful colonizer
of the urban garden habitat.
6. CRESTED NEWT, TrittlrtlS cristatus (Laurenti)
(i) Reports
Nine crested newt reports were received from urban sites, none of
which could be confirmed as breeding records. Indeed, only five of
these reports could be verified and some doubt must remain about the
~

;s

4

Ii

;A

0

9

!¾

-

---==~

3

3

2

2

I

"

1
1

I

1
1

'1

1
~

"'

3

r,.

9

II

e

8

u

!I

...

~~

"

.,

Fig. S Crested newt.

"

.

~

38

LEICESTER LITERARY AND PHILOSOPHICAL SOCIETY

other four. The doubtful records are: one of the three in square SP
69J; SK 41C; SK 51K and SK 6oC.

(ii) Distribution (Fig. 5)
The distribution shows no pattern, but it is clear that one urban colony
exists in the Wigston/Oadby area, square SP 69J, in the region of the
golf course. This species is the least successful colonizer of the four
studied and does not appear to be able to spread into urban development
areas with any degree of success.
7. POND SIZE
The volunteers who telephoned their observations in to the museum
were asked to estimate the size and age of their pond if it supported
an amphiban breeding population. Length, breadth and depth measurements were taken in feet, the capacities calculated in cubic feet and
converted to cubic metres. A certain amount of inaccuracy is inevitable
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because the majority of ponds were shelved to some degree, which makes
the depth estimates only approximate. However, the use of large size
classes (cubic metres) in the analysis makes these inaccuracies relatively
insignificant.
Fig. 6 shows the frequency distribution of the 208 pond capacities
calculated in this way. 54.3% of the ponds were less than 2 cubic
metres in capacity, the median for the distribution being 1.7 cubic
metres.
The arithmetic mean of the capacities is 4.3 cubic metres, although
this figure is grossly exaggerated by the inclusion of a small number
of large, long-established fish ponds (e.g. two ponds of 55 cu.m. were
reported) in extensive gardens which are atypical of the average urban
garden site. When these abnormally large capacities are discounted,
the arithmetic mean of the remaining 193 ponds is 2.6 cubic metres,
which is a much more representative figure for the typical urban garden
site.
This is a much smaller water volume than would normally be expected
to support stable amphibian populations in rural areas.
Cooke (1975) states that one critical factor in spawn site selection
for frogs is water depth rather than pool volume. It is not feasible to
use the results of this survey to draw conclusions about water depth
selection because very many of the ponds were shelved at a number
of levels so that a variety of water depths were available in one pond.
This does, however, mean that these ponds are ideal for amphibian
breeding because a wide choice of water depth is available in a small
area.
8.

POND AGE

Data on pond age were obtained from 94 of the sites reported by
telephone: 72 (76.6%) were 10 years old or less; 14 (14.9%) were
between II and 20 years old; 8 (8.5%) were between 21 and 50 years old.
These data suggest that much of the urban standing water around
Leicester has been created within the last ten years, which is a relatively
short period in the time spans normally associated with the natural
colonization of new habitats-particularly by our amphibian species
which have only a limited range of movement. Colonization is undoubtedly still in progress and can be expected to proceed as :
(a) more garden ponds are excavated;
(b) new colonies become sufficiently well established to form nuclei
from which emigration is a regular feature.
From the telephone conversations I had with observers it became
clear that colonization of new ponds has been only partly the result
of the natural spread of the species. Considerable help has been given,
particularly to frogs and newts, by children transporting both adults
and spawn into their own garden ponds. This may to some degree account
for the disparity in urban distribution and colonization between toads
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and the frogs and smooth newts, though as explained above the behaviour
patterns of these species also represent an important factor.
IV. CONCLUSIONS
The following conclusions may -~e drawn from the results of this survey:
I. The current vogue for installing garden ponds has caused a rapid
expansion of urban standing water within the last ten years.
2. This water can potentially support a large though thinly spread
amphibian breeding population providing that the species can adapt
to a close association with man.
3. Frogs appear to have invaded garden ponds around Leicester very
successfully and a large number of small, established breeding populations were reported, relatively few being more than ten years old.
A preponderance of sites reported were in the north-west districts of
the city and in the associated villages bordering Charnwood.
·
4. Smooth newts also appear to be invading the urban habitat successfully though not in as large numbers as frogs. Distribution is fairly
even around the city.
5. Toads are slowly establishing themselves though their average breeding
colonies appear to be smaller than those of frogs. Their main centre
of distribution seems to be north-west of the city and they appear
· to be spreading slowly from their traditional breeding sites in the
standing water around the south-east limits of Charnwood.
6. Most of the urban breeding sites are less than 2 cubic metres capacity
and are less than ten years old.
7. An additional factor in the frog's speedy spread into urban areas is
the transportation of adults and spawn by man into newly-built garden
ponds. Once introduced in this way the colonies seem to settle down
and prosper.
8. These findings suggest that the amphibian populations in many
regions are in fact much larger than has recently been assumed,
and that this new habitat should be considered very seriously by
future recorders.
9. If the pressures on rural areas continue to grow and cause even
greater declines in traditional breeding sites, it should be possible
to preserve our amphibian species by encouraging people to accept
them as natural inhabitants of gardens with pools in much the same
way as we accept the presence of birds now.
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THE CHARACTER OF LEICESTER*
by

J. SIMMONS, M.A., F.R.Hist.S., F.R.S.L.
Professor of Modem History, University of Leicester
I begin with three comments made by visitors to Leicester, one in the 17th
century, one in the 18th, and one in the 20th.
First, Thomas Baskerville, a Berkshire gentleman on a tour through
England about 1675: "As to Leicester, it is now an old stinking town,
situated upon a dull river, inhabited for the most part by tradesmen, viz.
worsted combers and clothiers •..., yet it bath formerly been a town of
good remark". Then, a day or two later, "To give you a little character of
Nottingham, it may be called, as a man may say, paradise restored, for
here you find large streets, fair built houses, fine women, and many coaches
rattling about, and their shops full of all merchantable riches''.
Next, the brief observation of a German traveller in 1791, coming
here immediately from Northampton: "not a bad town", he thought Leicester; "only not so agreeable as the preceding, but more populous and
through business and industry more considerable".
Last, Mr. J. B. Priestley, in 1933: "The town seems to have no atmosphere of its own. I felt I was quite ready to praise it, but was glad to
think I did not live in it. There are many worse places I would rather live
in. It seemed to me to lack character, to be busy and cheerful and industrial
and built of red brick, and to be nothing else".
You will notice that all these remarks have one thing in common. Even
if they are willing to concede that the town has some merits, these travellers
compare it disadvantageously with other towns. Nottingham and Northampton appear more attractive physically; to Mr. Priestley, Bradford (where
he was born) is plainly more congenial than Leicester, because it is more
full of character.
It is a commonplace, I am sure everybody here tonight is familiar with
it, to say that Leicester is lacking in character: dull, perhaps quite decent,
people remark, but a savourless compound altogether. It is this proposition
that I should like to examine tonight, bearing in mind that it is not advanced
solely by people today, that it has a long history behind it.
To treat it usefully, one must look at other towns and bring them into
comparison. I think indeed that lies at the root of the matter. When we
make such statements as this, what do we mean? What are we expecting of
a town? What are we looking for in Leicester that other towns give us,
and it does not?
Let me begin by trying to go back to first principles. What is a town?
A large agglomeration of people? If so, how large? In Britain, at any rate,
that question has no answer. There are places with a population around
•Text of a lecture to the Society on 4th November, 1974.
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2,000 or even less, that you might, on a merely statistical test, describe as
villages, which yet have been towns for centuries and remain so, obstinately
and without question, today: Appleby, Southwold, Woodstock, Eye, even
I think Burford in Oxfordshire. Physically, they have beyond mistake an
urban character: a group of streets planned as such, shops, perhaps markets,
making them centres of the economic life of sometimes wide localities.
Thus very small places can be towns; and conversely, large ones may not
become so. I have often heard it said that Ibstock in Leicestershire is the
largest village in England.
There is then no numerical test that a town must pass; but I think a
town must have certain economic functions. There is no doubt what Leicester's economic functions are, and have been in history. It has always
been a market centre--and I put that first, for the market is really the most
historic element in the life of the city today: held on the same days, and
on its present site, for the better part of 700 years. It is also an administrative capital. "Is?" you may say. What about the change that occurred on
last April Fools' Day? My answer is that from the economic point of view,
which I am particularly considering at the moment, that did not amount
to much. The city ceased then to be a County Borough, an autonomous unit;
but the administration of the whole of the new county is centred at Glenfield,
which has been part of Greater Leicester for a long time. (I shall come to
discuss what I mean by Greater Leicester presently.) In so far as that
brings business in, traffic and commercial transactions, they are coming to
Leicester much as they have in the past. The Local Government Act of
1972 altered the stattts of Leicester; but I do not think it will be said in
the future that in any important respect it changed the city's economic
situation. The plain truth is, and it is unaffected by any Act of Parliament,
that Leicester remains the centre of the economic life of the county, whether
we are speaking of the old county or of the new one.
But surely, you may say, Leicester is an industrial town, and industry
is a far more important element in it than markets or local government. It is
an industrial town, though I would rather not arrange those three things in
any order of importance. How can one quantify them, to make any precise
and just assessment?
For 300 years now, yet not for much more, Leicester has been a place
of industry; a place, that is, for the production and distribution of manufactured articles on a large scale: first hosiery, then boots and shoes, then
a whole range of goods made by light engineering. Note, please, that I
say production and distribtttion. The distributive element is very important.
From its position at the centre of England, and the good railway communications it enjoyed (much better for example than Nottingham's), manufactured
goods could be sent out from Leicester very easily. Hence the great chains
of shoe shops-Olivers, Stead & Simpson, Freeman, Hardy & Willisbased in Leicester.
The industrial economy of Leicester has shown certain peculiar qualities of long continuance. First, it has always been, comparatively speaking,
small: both the individual firms and the units of production. Even the
bigger enterprises, like Corah's and British United, are not big in the
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national scale. Go and look at some of the cotton mills of Lancashire, at
Saltaire, or at the magnificent Lister's Mills in Bradford (two parallel
buildings, each ¼m. long, all erected at one time in 1873); there is nothing
at all like them in Leicester. Nor does the engineering industry in Leicester,
important though it has become to the economic welfare of the city, show
any big complex of buildings, by comparison with what you will find in
Derby or Middlesbrough.
And why? Partly because the sorts of industry established here have
not lent themselves to this kind of large organisation. Historically, Leicester
came to adopt mechanical power, organised in factories, quite late. It may
well have been the last of the big English industrial towns to accept the
system; domestic production was so ,vell entrenched here, and so well
suited to the hosiery manufacture, which was the town's staple industry
from 1670 to 1860. The next big industry to grow up, the manufacture
of footwear, also evolved out of a domestic system. It began to establish
what we can recognise as factories in the 186o's, but their growth was
gradual and their scale still not large. And light engineering, the making
of optical lenses or clocks or typewriters, does not usually, of its nature,
require extensive plant or large buildings.
But that is not the whole story. It must always be remembered that
until the 196o's the industrial economy of Leicester was dominated, almost
exclusively, by the family firm: the single unit, that is, of whatever size,
under the control of the man who established it, his relations and descendants, together with any partners he or they might choose to take. Not
only so: these families did not stand on their own, each in isolation. They
were closely connected with one another, by marriage, often by ties of religion
(if they were Quakers or Baptists or members of the Great Meeting or
the Synagogue); in the later Victorian age they tended to live in the same
quarter of the town, Stoneygate; when they met socially, to exchange ideas,
it was, apart from the religious bodies, in societies to which they belonged,
the chief of them being always this one. It all happened within a narrowly
confined space. As one reads recollections of life in the Victorian town,
best of all Mrs. Ellis's Records of Nineteenth-Century Leicester, one comes
to feel very plainly the character of this closely-knit middlei-class society,
the ease with which business was transacted by word of mouth (even without
the aid of the telephone, which made no rapid headway here until the
opening years of the twentieth century).
I am sure the same thing was true (though we have not the same
written evidence to demonstrate it) of the life of working-class people in
Leicester. There was, certainly, a great deal of migration into the town
and out of it: especially when, as often happened, work was plentiful in
Leicester, which attracted immigrants from other places less fortunate.
But this mobility can be exaggerated. I would point out that between 1851
and 19n the number of people living in Leicester who had been born
there or within the county was always between 70 and 80% of the whole.
(After 19n we are not, I am afraid, able to make the same comparison.)
The impression one has of Leicester, at least over the past two centuries, is that of a town whose whole society is relatively homogeneous.
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There have been, of course, times of industrial discord; but the worst
period of misery suffered by the working classes, in the second quarter of
the nineteenth century, did not produce a clear-cut antagonism between
men and masters. Both shared alike, in their different ways, in a general
despondency. There was some antagonism of that kind in the boot and shoe
trade in the 189o's, but even that produced neither rioting nor any serious
disorder; it was resolved in the end by patient negotiation. There were
no Reform Bill riots here, as there were spectacularly in Nottingham and
Bristol; nothing like the "Sheffield outrages" of the 185o's and 186o's.
Throughout the long history of Leicester, going back a great deal
furth('t in time, I detect a want of this hostility between classes, between
rich and poor. It is the same in the Middle Ages: there is seldom any
seriJus opposition coming from the town against its lords. It did appear
(ani very understandably) for a moment against Thomas Earl of Lancaster
in 1322; but then in 1381 the townsmen completely refused to join in a
national attack directed against John of Gaunt. It is true that in the seventeenth century Leicester opposed the established government of Charles I;
hut it was with far less vehemence than, say, Northampton or Hull. It
11cquiesced easily enough, apathetically one might say, in the Restoration
:1nd again in the Revolution of 1688. There is at all times, as I see it, a
lack of tension in Leicester's history.
This has been fortified, beyond doubt, over the last roo years, by a
new factor: the town's steadily maintained prosperity. Leicester is not a
rich place, in the sense that phrase ordinarily bears: certainly no one would
write it down as opulent now from looking at its shops and streets. But
it has since the 186o's been almost uninterruptedly prosperous in another
way, in the high general level of incomes in the whole community. The
extreme contrasts of wealth and poverty have never been evident in Leicester: I cannot recall a reference to such a thing anywhere. Great poverty
has not been unknown here, or the slums that go with it; but bad as they
were at their worst, they were by no means as horrible as they were in the
towns that grew fast in a confined space, like Nottingham and Coventry.
Besides, at the opposite end of the scale, there has never been great
individual wealth in Leicester, unless we are tempted to make an exception
of the Wyggeston family in the sixteenth century. It ha's been lacking here
in two senses in which it has been obtrusively present in some other towns
of the same kind. No industrialist or merchant in Leicester has ever made
a really great fortune. Perhaps the biggest in modern times was Sir Jonathan
North's, and that amounted to £360,000 in 1939. Compare Sir John Ellerman in Hull, who had a few years before left £37 million. Correspondingly,
the well-to-do citizens of Leicester lived in comfortable houses that were
never grand or ostentatious. Walk through Stoneygate today with this in
mind, and walk soon, before all the bigger houses have gone, in favour
of faceless flats. You will see at once what I mean. The "carriage folk"
of Leicester, in the expressive Victorian phrase, lived in agreeable convenience, but not so as in any way to flaunt their money, to draw on themselves the odium of their poorer neighbours.
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And here I may add another thing that has struck me in the earlier
history of the town, going back beyond the beginnings of the hosiery
manufacture. Though Leicester was an ancient local capital, it never had a
recognisable group of houses owned by families in the county and occupied
by them when they visited the town, for the assizes or balls or the races.
Nottingham did; so did Derby, on a very grand scale indeed, in Friargate;
so did Shrewsbury, like Leicester a county town that sat plumb in the
middle of its shire. In Leicester this happened hardly at all. There was
Lord's Place in the High Street, which belonged to the Earls of Huntingdon;
but they seem to have occupied it very rarely. Once we hear, in passing,
of a house belonging to Sir William Skipwith, whose estate was at Cotes
near Loughborough. For a short time the Earls of Devonshire had a house
constructed out of the ruins of the Abbey. But that is all. The rioters' fun
in burning down Nottingham Castle in 1831 arose in part from the fact
that it was the Duke of Newcastle's town house. No Duke, so far as I know,
no Duke of Rutland, ever had a town house in Leicester: so that incentive
to arson was absent.
Something else might be added too, from the medieval history of the
town. Though a large and wealthy abbey was established on the northern
edge of Leicester, there is no evidence at all of enmity between it and the
townspeople, as one finds say at Bury St. Edmunds and St. Albans. This
was largely because the Abbot was not the town's Lord; but it may also be
due in fact to the accident that the Abbey owned little property in the town
itself, and so had perhaps rather less direct dealings with the citizens (especially in the relationship of landlord and tenant, which at all times tends
to produce friction) than many other religious houses elsewhere.
I do not mean to suggest that the history of the town has been nothing
but one of peace, uninterrupted and blissful. The hosiery workers destroyed
machines that they thought might put them out of work. In politics the
town was notorious for its rowdy elections, partly because in the days
before the passing of the first Reform Act it was one of the largest urban
constituencies in England. All I am saying is that the bitter hostilities that
one finds so commonly elsewhere seem to be lacking in Leicester, or at any
rate far less conspicuous.
This has had both good and bad consequences: very good, in that
it has helped to keep down violence, and indeed I think given the town a
marked reasonableness in settling its disputes, whether they have been
political or economic; a little bad perhaps, because the want of such collisions has weakened ambition, and some of the incentives to improvement.
Let me come back to the dullness I have spoken of, which people so
often say they find in Leicester. When they condemn it as a dull place,
they usually mean I think one of two things. They find it dull in physical
terms, and that cannot be gainsaid. There is nothing dramatic in its site,
as there is say in Newcastle or Glasgow; the town lacks spectacular buildings
and fine streets, like those two again, like Liverpool or Leeds. And as it
has now come to arrange itself, it adroitly concea,s almost everything that
is really interesting behind a fa~ade of industrial and commercial buildings.
Who, visiting Leicester casually, would conceive that there was an Old
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Town here, with five medieval churches; one of the largest pieces of Roman
masonry in any industrial town in northern Europe; a Town Hall that
can stand comparison with any other public building of its time in England;
or a war memorial by Lutyens that is one of the finest in the whole sequence
created by that great (if perhaps at the moment unfashionable) master,
stretching across the world from India to Canada? So if that visitor thinks
Leicester dull, he thinks so partly from ignorance; yet also at the same time
with some good reason.
It may seem dull perhaps in another way besides. Whatever has happened here, people sometimes say? Or who has come from Leicester that
anybody has ever heard of? Surely in this sense it is a most undistinguished
place. Well, cities, like nations, may be happy if they have no history.
Leicester never heard the sound of war between 1645 and 1940, and in
that we can only think it fortunate. Again, to ask a question I have asked
before, what do you expect of a town? That it should be the parent of
great men? If so, you are going to be disappointed in most of those you
look at, other than capital cities. In this respect Leicester is no more interesting, and no less, than Sheffield, for example, or Birmingham. The
"great men" thrown up by Leicestershire come not from any town at all
but, accidently, one might say, from villages, like Thurcaston and Fenny
Drayton. No, the dramatic, the spectacular, the grand have always been
lacking in Leicester; the original perhaps too: But then, having said that,
let us ask ourselves: how much does that matter?
If Leicester has seldom pioneered any new techniques or devices, has
that really been to its detriment? I doubt if it has. There is often much to
be said, in common sense, for waiting to see how something new works
out elsewhere first, allowing it to get through its teething troubles, and
then quietly picking it up in an improved form, its early faults eliminated.
Leicester did just that with the electric tram and the motor bus, and its
ratepayers had cause to be glad. On the other hand, do not let us suppose
that Leicester never helps to pioneer anything. It was an energetic protagonist of the use of traffic wardens in the nineteen sixties, and when
Robert Mark, who was then Chief Constable, wished to use them on point
duty it was the Home Office that said no; to change its mind subsequently,
as you can see any day of the week at Oxford Circus in London.
Or look back at another example: a most curious one, from the Victorian age. I mean the great vaccination controversy, when so many Leicester people resisted the efforts of the Government in London to make
that precaution compulsory. I am not going into the reasons, the rights
and wrongs, of that conflict tonight; indeed, in a medical sense I am
obviously incompetent to do so. The resistance had its roots in the deeply
Nonconformist spirit of Leicester, and the town sprang into prominence,
into a position of leadership for a time in the 188o's, as the champion of
the anti-vaccination cause; but this was not a mere gesture of opposition,
it embraced something constructive too. The opponents of vaccination contended that smallpox should be fought by other means, sanitary and hygienic, and they evolved a technique for this purpose that came to be called,
for example by the Lancet in London, the ''Leicester method". They were
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not, it is evident, right. But their "method" taught valuable lessons: so
they were far from wholly wrong.
That brings me to another element in what I am talking about this
evening. Some of you are perhaps getting impatient with me. Whenever,
so you may be thinking, is he going to come to Nonconformity?
No one disputes that Puritanism and Nonconformity have been forces
that have played a great part in the making of Leicester over the past 400
years and more. Let me show that I fully accept that statement, but also
that I think the greatness of their part can be a little exaggerated.
In no town of Leicester's sort were the conditions more favourable
for Elizabethan Puritanism. That was in large measure an urban phenomenon anyway, for it depended upon the congregation, and congregations
were easier to assemble and keep in being in towns than in villages. But
two particular factors aided it here. One was the weakness of the older
Catholicism; the other the dominant influence of Henry Earl of Huntingdon.
By an odd set of coincidences-they are hardly more than that-there
was no struggle whatever, that we can detect, in Leicester at the Reformation between the old religion and the new. Of course when Mary came to
the throne the Protestantism that had established itself in the churches
under Edward VI was displaced; the mass and the pyx and the rood reappeared. One Protestant was burnt here (for denying the Real Presence),
and one only. But nowhere does a single leader of the old religion come
prominently forward; and when that religion is overthrown for good under
Elizabeth, it seems to capitulate without any struggle. That is strange,
something by no means to be taken for granted: for the old religion had
been strongly entrenched here, under the leadership of the adjoining Abbey
and the College of the Newarke, near the heart of the town itself. More
than this: the county went the same way. Catholicism was not snuffed
out there altogether; there were Catholic Beaumonts at Gracedieu and, for
a time, Shirleys at Staunton Harold. But they were of no political consequence. All the leaders of Leicestershire society accepted the Elizabethan
Settlement and co-operated in enforcing it.
This is, as I have said, partly a matter of accident, of individual
private decision. It is also due to the position and the personality of Henry
Hastings, 3rd Earl of Huntingdon. For the better part of forty years, from
1561 to 1598, he was the most powerful man in Leicestershire and he was
a staunch, deeply convinced Protestant. It was not with him, as with some
other noblemen (and even more with some of those in Scotland and France)
a religion that was a matter of politics; for him it was a matter of doctrine.
As a young man he had been obliged to conceal what he thought; now he
could come right out into the open. And he did. He gave every encouragement to Protestant clergymen. He attended closely to education, playing
the chief part in establishing the grammar school at Ashby and the new one
(on the old Wyggeston foundation) at Leicester. He allied with the same
element in the governing middle class of the town. He was not in Leicester
very much himself-from 1572 to his death he was living mainly atYork,
as Lord President of the Council of the North; but he kept a strict eye on
Leicester's affairs. That caused little friction: for the chief townsmen and
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he were, on essential points in religion and politics, quite at one. And so,
through his leadership, through the inclinations of the town itself, and from
the want of any effective opposing force, Leicester became a stronghold
of Protestantism.
..
But not, at this stage, of Nonconformity. The Earl and his a~sociates
'· in Leicester supported the Anglican church and the Elizabethan settlement
on which it rested; they belonged to the left wing of that church, but still
they belonged to it. In the seventeenth centurY things changed. For one
thing, when the great Earl was dead none of his successors exercised the
same influence, or deserved to. Nonconformity, a refusal to conform to the
requirements of the Church, in ritual more than in doctrine, developed in
Leicester. One or two of its clergy were suspended or deprived of their
livings; one went off to Massachusetts in disgust. But these cases were
few, and did not reflect the feeling of the town at large. When the Civil
War came-largely on religious issues, at least at the outset-Leicester
cautiously opposed the King; but very much less wholeheartedly than for
example its neighbour Northampton. Caught reluctantly between the opposing forces, it suffered the assault of 1645 and thereafter, one might
almost feel, it ceased to care for anything very strongly except keeping
out of harm's way. So after the Restoration in 1660, what looks like a
curious thing happened. Leicester became a docile supporter of the
monarchy and of the Anglican church. True, there were Jacobite elements
in the Corporation in the eighteenth centurY; true also, and much more
important, Nonconformity, using the word in its broadest sense, took deep
root in Leicester and became an increasingly powerful influence on the
community as that century went on. But the Corporation was conformist,
and so, on any sensible test we can apply, was a large majority of the
townspeople.
This helped to deepen the rift between Church-and-King men on
the one hand and Nonconformists (or Dissenters, as they were more generally
called in the eighteenth century) on the other. As the Dissenters were excluded by law from the Corporation, they could wield directly no political
power; and this came to be a bitter grievance, which in the end inspired
an effective Liberal opposition, able to sweep away the old Corporation
in 1836 and to reign almost completely unchallenged by the Tories and
Churchmen for the rest of the nineteenth centurY. So Nonconformity, and
the political Liberalism that went with it, emerged to dominate Leicester.
It had long been powerful; it now appeared supreme.
But was its ascendancy quite so complete? Was the Church of England
so utterly defeated here in Leicester? I think not. If you look back dispassionately over the whole of this story, one or two piquant things may
strike you. The conspicuous figures in the history of the town over the
past two or three centuries have been in fairly equal measure Dissenters
and Anglicans. In religion, for example, the Dissenters Robert Hall and
J. P. Mursell can be matched by Thomas Robinson, vicar of St. Mary de
Castro, and Canon Vaughan. Moreover, if one examines activities in social
welfare, one finds the record interestingly mixed. The Dissenters have
admirable things to their credit, like the Domestic Mission, which was
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maintained entirely by the Great Meeting. But in education their record
is strangely ineffective. When two private boys' schools are set up in the
183o's, the Anglican Collegiate and the Proprietary, its Dissenting counterpart, the Proprietary goes under in little more than ten years; the Collegiate
too comes to an end in its original form, but after a life nearly three times
as long, and then less completely. The Church schools-our witness is a
candid Dissenter, who knew very well what he was talking about-were
more numerous and better run in the Early Victorian age than their rivals.
I may observe too that at the religious census of 1851 there were many
more empty places in the chapels than the churches.
I must not take more time over this matter; and I certainly must not
allow you to misunderstand my contention. I do not deny the force of
Puritanism and Nonconformity in Leicester; they have been very much a
part of the making of the town as we have inherited it today. Nor do I deny
that the power of the Anglican church has been weaker here than in some
other large towns. (I might add that the churchmanship of Leicester has
always been Low in its flavour: the town has never seen a major prosecution for ritualism.) Still, I think we must not talk of the dominance of
Nonconformity as if it was absolute: we must not see the character of
Leicester as ''Nonconformist", in that simple phrase, without thoughtful
qualification.
In political terms Leicester was permeated by what may broadly be
called Liberal ideas from their triumph in 1832 to the time when Liberalism
itself broke up in the years following the first World War. Between 1832
and 1914 it was always represented by two Members of Parliament; it
returned a Conservative only twice in all that time, and then because of a
temporary split among the Liberals.
Over the past sixty years things have been different. When the Liberal
party fell to pieces in the nineteen twenties, many of those who had belonged
to it in Leicester, faithful to the past Radical traditions of the place, supported the Labour party; others, disliking Socialism, moved to the right
to join the Conservatives. A Liberal party remained in being, but in the
twenty-two electoral contests in Leicester between the Wars its candidates
were victorious only four times, against seven of the Labour party and
nine Conservatives. No Liberal has been returned for any Leicester constituency since 1931.
The pattern I have just indicated can be seen in many other towns
too. What is striking about it here is that it follows upon a Liberal ascendancy so complete and unchallengeable, datin~ back over eighty years.
Does it do anything more than indicate a shift in the thinking of the country
at large?
One thing can be said with confidence, which is apparent from an
analysis of the campaigns and the polling. The restructuring of constituencies
played its part in the business: a consequence of the growth of population
but, even more, of its changed habits of life. The municipal boundary was
not extended significantly at the time when Parliament and the Corporation
were reformed. The first big change in it came into effect in 1892, when
substantial parts of the surrounding parishes were brought within the County
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Borough. But that did not affect the Parliamentary constituencies; people
living in those districts continued to vote in the county. In r9r8 this was
regularised. The municipal and Parliamentary boundaries were made to
coincide, and the number of constituencies in Leicester was increased to
three. The effects of this were plain in the new South constituency, which
included Stoneygate and much of the old parish of Knighton. It immediately
returned a Conservative, and did so consistently until r945.
Another change in the municipal boundary took place in r93r, and
there have been more since. They have been called for obviously by the
expansion of the city, whose continuously built-up area now extends from
Syston to Whetstone and from Kirby Muxloe to Bushby, more than fifteen
miles each way. The term "Greater Leicester" was brought into use at the
time of the first boundary extension eighty years ago. It has a more insistent
reality for us now than it had for people then. Yet is "reality" the right
word? For no two sets of experts (genuine or seif-styled) who look at
Greater Leicester can agree in defining what it is. In each successive official
document issued by the planners, its boundaries are drawn differently.
There is no need for me to examine that problem tonight; if I might venture to make the suggestion, it would be an excellent subject for a paper
to be read and discussed at a meeting of this society. I confine myself to
saying three things: first, that Greater Leicester, however you define it,
unquestionably exists; second, that it is not an entity that corresponds with
any political boundaries, including those set up by the Local Government
Act of r972; and third, what is important for us here tonight, that its
emergence has done much to change the old character of Leicester.
Physical growth has been of outstanding importance in the history of
the town since the beginning of the nineteenth century. First the growth
of population in Leicester itself, from r7,ooo in r8or to 2r2,ooo a hundred
years later, a multiplication thirteen times over. Then a different growth,
which the plain census figures mask. The growth in the population of the
County Borough slows down, and comes virtually to a halt at about 280,000.
But a Greater Leicester has come into being, and whatever boundaries you
give it you cannot reckon its population at much less than half a million.
One thing marks off Greater Leicester sharply from many other similarly enlarged cities. It does not form part of· a conurbation. Nottingham
and Derby are constantly extruding towards each other, and now very
nearly join; Coventry is practically continued northwards through Bedworth
to Nuneaton. But the group of communities centred on Leicester remains
separate, surrounded by a countryside that is still quite rural. Loughborough,
Melton Mowbray, Market Harborough, Hinckley, they all lie physically
outside it, and none of them is likely to be brought within it in the near
future. So this Greater Leicester has, at least on the map, the appearance
of a self-contained unit.
Let us consider what its growth has meant to the old city of Leicester.
It has destroyed the homogeneous character that I spoke of earlier, that
closely-knit society. If you were elderly, living in a poor street, shall we
say, in the district round the London Road station, and suddenly translated
to an old people's bungalow on the Thurnby Lodge estate, you ceased at
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one stroke to belong to the Leicester you had known, perhaps, for many
years. You would of course try to make what life you could for yourself
at Thurnby. But the bus is expensive, and apt to be troublesome if you
are at all infirm; you are not likely to see much of Leicester any more. The
house you occupied is pulled down, the site covered by offices and flats
lived in by people of a very different kind. Some of them are, or will become,
true citizens, like that elderly person I have spoken of; but many, perhaps
many more, will not. I wonder if flats do, or do not, conduce to citizenship?
I must move on quickly, or you will think I am going to preach some
kind of social doctrine: the last thing I want to do, Heaven knows! The
example just given was of some one who was poor. The change I am
speaking of has affecteq the well-to-do no less. In an increasing measure
they no longer live in the city either. Perhaps they live in Greater Leicester,
in Oadby or Evington; but it is just as likely to be out in Charnwood
Forest, at Hallaton or Horninghold. The houses they or their parents occupied have been pulled down or turned into offices or flats. These people
may work still in Leicester: that is, they join the dismal procession crawling
into the city at nine in the morning; do their job, at the desk or wherever it
may be; and join the procession out again at five o'clock at night. But they
cannot feel they have much stake in Leicester. I doubt if they can really
be aware of it very much, except as an obstacle they curse in driving to
and from their work. They contribute to it scarcely at all, unless perforce
as ratepayers (and then usually it is the firm that pays, not they). The
parents of such people played a great part in Leicester in the nineteenth
century, in voluntary service, in the churches, in helping to shape the life
of the town. They were among its chief natural leaders. And now, I am
not going to say they are all gone. (I see some of the kind of people I am
talking of here this evening; and those who can come in on a November
night to listen to the drone of a professor are evidently selfless creatures
like those I have been describing.) I am sure you will recognise what I mean:
the expansion of Leicester has damaged the historic town at its heart. The
society is much less closely-knit than it used to be.
But then, you may say, is not that just a general comment on all towns
in the twentieth century? Not quite. For the older ideas are in some ways
dying hard. A recent analysis showed that Leicester still transacted its business within a much narrower circle than most of its neighbours: that the professional services employed by the firms in the city were local to a greater
extent than in Nottingham, a much greater extent than in Derby. The spirit
of that close society has not altogether gone. But many of the forces in
today's economy are adverse to it: the steady diminution of the family
businesses, so important to Leicester in the past and now going very rapidly
into group ownership; the effects of the relentless t)Tanny of the motor
vehicle, the genie we have released and cannot control.
I must tum now briefly to the last aspect of my subject that I want
to discuss tonight. I have been speaking of character mainly in abstract
terms, political, social, religious, economic. May we look now at the physical
character of Leicester, to which I have so far referred only in passing?
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Like the other elements that I discern in the character of this place it is a
little elusive, and it is changing fast.
The first thing that marks it out physically is negative. It is a town not
built of stone, and that for an excellent reason, because there is no good
building stone near by. The streets and buildings of old Leicester cannot
therefore have the rich common quality of those in Bristol or Glasgow.
Instead, the builders of the old town used timber and plaster, such as we
see in the Guildhall and in the back part of Roger Wygston's House, which
has been restored lately with so much feeling and skill. But that kind of
building began to give place, from the beginning of the eighteenth century,
to brick, a better material in use because less vulnerable to fire and to vermin.
In the Georgian age red brick was employed here almost universally, save
for an expensive showpiece like the County Rooms. The nineteenth century
used it with the same profusion, in everything except churches; but the
brick was in one respect different. After 1850 a diminishing proportion of it
was locally made. It was brought from all over the country by railway,
from lbstock, from Bedford, from Peterborough, together with blue bricks
from Staffordshire; and then for the roofs, no longer the local slates from
Charnwood with their delicate gradations of colour but the cheap Welsh
slates, purple when they began but soon turning grey in service.
The result was often monotonous, but it was less so than might have
been expected because the town was well planted with trees and other
green things. It had one special felicity in the New Walk, but I am not
thinking of that. I am thinking of the parks, late arrivals here, but good
when they came and multiplied fast; of the trees in streets, at their finest
in London Road but seen also in some quite modest side streets too; and,
perhaps most of all, of the gardens that Leicester people of all classes
created skilfully and tended with care. Nobody thought about it particularly;
nobody, to use a word we grossly overwork, "planned" it. The result was
natural; you might even call it endemic: a town in which two colours very
particularly prevailed, red and green. As in all our towns there was a third
colour, grey, grey in the streets, in the smoky atmosphere, on the roofs.
But the grey was neutral; it was the red and the green that stood out.
Here and there this harmony was broken, by some erection in stone:
the Clock Tower of course, our chief Mid-Victorian fantasy, clumsy and
endearing; a few exploits in terracotta during its reign in the nineties (a
reign mercifully brief, like King John's); Portland stone once, and admirably,
in the big Westminster Bank by Perkins Pick; and as I have said the
churches, together with the more expensive chapels, which were nearly
always built of stone, from Leicestershire or further afield. But what is
striking is the small number of these exceptions. Why, in an increasingly
prosperous town, in an age of mounting ostentation, should Leicester still
have stuck to brick? To get the answer to that question one must, I am sure,
go back to the character of the place as I have tried to describe it earlier
tonight. Ostentation in any form was quite alien to it, and all grandeur:
an idea alien to rich and poor alike.
And what an advantage that has been! It gave us for one thing the
Town Hall of 1876, which I believe to be one of the two finest public
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buildings of its age in the whole country, along with the Harris Library
at Preston. (May I remark that, for me, it outdistances that sole competitor?) It is the perfect embodiment of the spirit of Leicester at its best,
in colour and scale and form. There is nothing pompous about it, or
grandiose. It is only the red and the green of Leicester exhibiting itself,
completely controlled, on a large scale. No town in England, I think, can
show a pair of town halls of the quality of those in Leicester, the Medieval
and the Victorian.
I pitch it strong, you see, as I have not done before, because in visual
terms this is to me the zenith of what Leicester has achieved. I don't forget
the War Memorial, which I have referred to already (the only work of a
great architect that we have in the whole city), but I think of that as a
noble exotic; whereas the Town Hall is like an emanation of the spirit of
Leicester itself. I cannot say a great deal in favour of what followed, though
there are some agreeable buildings here and there, and all until the nineteensixties observed, roughly speaking, a scale common to the city as a whole:
a little taller in the Charles Street of the thirties perhaps, but not to the
point of disproportion.
Until the nineteen-sixties. Well, we all know what happened then.
The scale ceased to be a common one-look at what has gone up at the foot
of this New Walk, for example. The red and the green disappeared; grey
took over everywhere, and not the modest neutral grey of the past but what,
in colour, ranged between putty, mud, and coal-dust. Everywhere the old
harmony was broken; and broken, I am afraid, irremediably. I do not intend
to speculate on what this town will look like in consequence, when these
buildings are in seedy decay, say in twenty years' time. (If you are curious
to know, go and look at the concrete buildings of Munich.) I will not treat
a courteous audience like this one to the spectacle of a lecturer in tears.
Not quite all need be lost, however; and already we can perceive some
reaction from this disaster, a disaster as great visually as the sack of Leicester
was, in human terms, to the citizens of 1645. Red brick is coming back
again, and sometimes well, on a small scale; there are elements in the redevelopment of the centre of the city that give even a sourpuss like myself
some pleasure. But I am afraid I cannot retract, all the same. What
happened in the 196o's in this matter was for me the death-blow at the old
Leicester that I respected, liked, even at some points loved. Above all, in
a physical sense, it decisively changed the character of the city. You may
think that, in spite of what I have said, the change will be in the long run
for the better; and do not suppose that I am grieving over Wharf Street.
I am not prepared to argue much against a more optimistic view of the
future; I have sometimes thought I have some talent for false prophecy.
I confine myself to saying that if you feel more cheerful about the future
than I do, I hope most sincerely you are right.
I have ranged widely this evening, perhaps too discursively; I have
stuck my neck out in this direction and that, and obviously I have challenged contradiction. Let me end by going back to the question I threw
out at the beginning. What is the character that distinguishes Leicester
from other towns?
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I think some of the main elements in it are these, and I do not give
them in order of importance: Nonconformity, reasonableness, a certain
mildness of spirit and a distaste for violence; a want of high ambition, but
the capacity to build well, in more than a physical sense, for subsequent
generations; a quietness that can be dull but also, in a rowdy and cruel
world, refreshing; above all perhaps a moderation, a harmony of opposite
tendencies, conflicting claims: a place whose story seldom thrills the eye
or the heart, but will often please a reflective mind.
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