
 

1 
 

Parish: IBSTOCK 

Section: Economic History 
Author: Pamela J Fisher 

Date online: 15 June 2019  
 

ECONOMIC HISTORY 

 

Overview 
Agriculture was the mainstay of Ibstock’s economy until the late 18th century, although the 

presence of a well-stocked shop in 1705 suggests at least one trader who served a market which 

stretched beyond the parish. Framework knitting provided work for some by the 1770s, and this 

number grew over the next 50 years. Of the 163 families living in Ibstock In 1811, 75 were ‘chiefly 

employed in agriculture’ and 71 were ‘chiefly employed in trade, manufactures or handicraft’.1 By 

1831 the population had grown to 242 families, but the families employed in agriculture had fallen 

to 60, while the number of families working in trade, manufacture or handicrafts had increased to 

150, and there were also 12 labourers employed in coal mines.2 The collieries grew in size and 

number over the 19th century, and in 1911 Ibstock had 1,093 residents employed by the mines, 

which equated to two-thirds of the 1,646 male residents over the school-leaving age of 12 and under 

66.3  There were miners outside this age range, but the ratio emphasises the dominance of the 

collieries in providing employment. The major employer in the early years of the 21st century was 

Ibstock Brick, a business with its origins in coal mining, which operated from the former Ibstock and 

Ellistown colliery sites.  

                                                           
1 1811 census. 
2 1831 census. 
3 Data from Integrated Census Microdata Project, https://icem.data-archive.ac.uk/ (accessed 4 Mar. 2019). 

https://icem.data-archive.ac.uk/
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Agriculture 

The agricultural landscape 
Ibstock’s place-name means the dairy farm of a man with the Old-English name Ibba.4 

Garendon’s grange was named Swynfen (‘swine fen’), perhaps adopting an existing name for a wider 

area where pigs or boars rootled.5 Both names may hint at the clay content of the soil across most of 

the parish, which was difficult to cultivate without artificial drainage. The soils in the east of the 

parish were described by the tithe commissioners in 1838 as ‘cold and poor in the extreme’.6  

Agriculture in the 21st century was concentrated in the south-west of the parish, where the 

soil is lighter and free draining,7 with pastoral farming on some of the land around the former 

monastic grange. The remainder of the non-built area was largely taken up by industrial clay 

extraction and modern amenity woodland. 

Agriculture before 1540 

The manors from 1220 

Six carucates of land were recorded in Ibstock in 1086, which later accounts suggest was less 

than 720 a. of arable land.8 This would have been close to the church and village, probably on the 

better soils in the south-west of the parish. The reminder of the parish may have been open 

heathland.  

Four ploughs were recorded in 1066, with one of these on the lord’s demesne, which was 

presumably one-quarter of the tilled area. There were still four ploughs in 1086, but more land had 

probably been brought into production, as the value of the manor had risen eight-fold, from 5s. to 

40s. This was a greater increase than seen in most Leicestershire villages, and four times that seen 

                                                           
4 B. Cox, The Place-names of Leicestershire, VI (Nottingham, 2014), 142. 
5 Ibid., 143. 
6 TNA, IR 18/4506. 
7 Cranfield Soil and Agrifood Institute, http://www.landis.org.uk/soilscapes/ (accessed 24 Feb. 2019). 
8 Domesday, 649. 

http://www.landis.org.uk/soilscapes/
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on the nine-carucate manor of Bagworth, Ibstock’s eastern neighbour, which had doubled in value 

from £2 to £4.9  

One gift of three carucates to Garendon abbey by Ibstock’s lord in 1145 was said to be one-

third of the vill, suggesting more land was being farmed, with six carucates remaining to the lord and 

the villagers.10 Gifts by other members of his family increased Garendon’s holding to a little over 

four-and-a-half carucates.11  

The two manors shared out the open fields following the division between coheirs in the 

early 13th century, with one set of three fields in the north of the parish and another set across the 

south. Further land had been brought under the plough by 1279, when most peasants appear to 

have had holdings of either one or half a virgate. Thomas de Garshale’s manor comprised a demesne 

of 4 virgates, with a further 15¾ virgates held by 18 peasants (servi). Robert de Verdon’s slightly 

smaller manor contained a demesne of 3½ virgates, and 14 virgates of land held by 15 peasants. 

There were also 11 free tenants in Ibstock, who held a total of 24 virgates. They may have been 

converting heath to arable, and possibly rewarded by the lords with some of this land.12 Later 

records showing that the northern manor contained more land than the manor in the south suggest 

that more of the free tenants farmed in the northern manor. The total farmland of nearly 80 virgates 

(including the monastic land) suggests each virgate contained less than 30 a., as the parish contained 

2,257 a. in 1831.13  

When the amount of tax to be paid by each town or village was agreed in 1334, Ibstock’s 

assessment of £3 was the 13th highest of the 117 taxable places in the then undivided Guthlaxton 

Hundred, which extended to the south of the county.14 Given the nature of the soil, the high taxation 

                                                           
9 Domesday, 649. 
10 Transcriptions of cartularies in Nichols, History, III, 805, 834.  
11 Ibid, 823. 
12 Transcription of hundred rolls no longer extant in Nichols, History, IV, 749–50. 
13 http://www.visionofbritain.org.uk/ (accessed 10 Mar. 2019). 
14 R.E. Glasscock (ed.), The Lay Subsidy of 1334 (Oxford, 1975), 158–60. 

http://www.visionofbritain.org.uk/
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was probably more a reflection of the extent of the parish than the return available on each acre of 

land. 

By the mid-14th century there was no longer a resident lord, and the demesne land would 

have been leased out.15 A single surviving account of 1384 shows rental income of just 37s. from the 

two demesnes totalling seven-and-a-half virgates, a remarkably low figure which suggests a 

contraction in wealth, perhaps due to a difficulty in finding tenants in the wake of the Black Death.16 

The rent of £7 7s. 11d. collected for the tenants’ lands is also well below what would be expected 

from the acreage, but is in line with the rent on the demesne. One positive feature was the 

collection of arrears of 30s. 1d., which may indicate some recovery in tenant fortunes from the 

previous year.17  

The monastic land 

Garendon abbey’s surviving cartularies give no indication that significant amounts of land 

were purchased or exchanged to achieve the compact estate apparent from later records, 

suggesting that all or most of the land it had been given had never been part of the open fields.18 

Two of the gifts explicitly permitted the breaking up of heathland, but the abbey was not to plough 

up any more, nor go beyond the boundaries that had been set in 1240.19 

A grange was built on the land, with a courtyard (curia).20 ‘Houses’, possibly for shepherds, 

and sheepcotes (domorum et berchariarum) were also constructed there, and may account for some 

of the earthworks which have survived near the modern Pickering Grange farmhouse.21 Sheepcotes 

were long rectangular buildings which provided shelter for sheep in poor weather and storage for 

                                                           
15 Below, 00. 
16 E. Miller, ‘People and land’, in J. Thirsk (ed.), The Agrarian History of England and Wales, III (Cambridge, 

1991), 8. 
17 TNA, SC 6/908/17. 
18 Transcriptions of cartularies in Nichols, History, III, 805–6, 819, 821, 823, 834–5. 
19 Transcriptions of cartularies in Nichols, History, III, 835. 
20 Transcription of cartulary in Nichols, History, III, 834–5. This cartulary is in private hands. 
21 Transcriptions of cartularies in Nichols, History, III, 806, 823, 829, 835; Hartley, Medieval Earthworks, 25. 



 

5 
 

fodder beneath the roof.22 They were not secure, and unknown criminals broke in on at least one 

occasion.23 At an unknown date, water from the two springs which rose within this land was diverted 

into channels which formed the west, south and east sides of the area, but it is not known when 

these channels were dug, or whether the intention was to create a moat.24 

The abbey became a major wool producer, obtaining permission to export wool in 1225.25 In 

the early 14th century, it was selling the fleeces of about five thousand sheep annually, although not 

necessarily all from their own flocks.26 Their estate at Ibstock may not have been secured hedged. 

Reginald de Ibstock claimed in 1369 that the abbot had chased Reginald’s sheep to Berdon (Stanton-

under-Bardon) and impounded them there without food, because the abbot claimed were on the 

grange’s land. In a second case the following year, possibly relating to the same event, the abbot 

claimed that Reginald de Ibstock and Reginald Palmere of Ibstock had depastured the abbot’s 

herbage at Swynfen.27 This may make it unlikely that the abbot’s land extended as far as the eastern 

parish boundary (Map 6). 

The earliest surviving rental for Garendon’s land at Ibstock is undated, but probably from the 

late 15th century, when William White paid £4 6s. 9d. annually.28 This is less than half the sum that 

would normally be expected for the acreage.29 A lease of 1530 to Thomas Pickering, his son John and 

John’s wife Margaret set a higher annual rent of £7.30 This may have replaced an earlier lease to 

Thomas alone. It enabled the tenants to make good profits. Thomas Pyckeryng was by far the 

                                                           
22 C. Dyer, ‘Sheepcotes: evidence for medieval sheepfarming’, Medieval Archaeology, 39 (1995), 136–164. 
23 Transcription of cartulary in Nichols, History, III, 829. 
24 R.F. Hartley, The Medieval Earthworks of North-West Leicestershire (Leicester, 1984), 25; transcriptions of 

cartularies in Nichols, History, III, 805–6, 819, 821, 823, 834–5; VCH Leics. II, 5. 
25 Cal. Pat. 1216–25, 522; VCH Leics. II, 5. 
26 VCH Leics. II, 190; Sister James Eugene Madden, ‘Business monks, banker monks, bankrupt monks: English 

Cistercians in the thirteenth century’ Catholic Historical Review, 49 (1963), 343–4. 
27 G.F. Farnham, Medieval Village Notes, III (Leicester, 1933), 8, citing CP 40/436, mm. 75, 386d; CP 40/437, 

m. 154d; VCH Leics. II, 190–1.  
28 ROLLR, DE 40/26 (undated, but before 1527). 
29 Miller, ‘People and land’, 8. 
30 TNA, SC 6/HenVIII/1825, m. 20; S. Jack, ‘Monastic lands in Leicestershire and their administration at the 

eve of the dissolution’, Trans. LAHS, 41 (1966), 23. 
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wealthiest taxpayer in ‘Ibstock and Swynfeld Grange’ in 1523, with goods valued at £20, where the 

next highest valuation was £5.31  

Agriculture 1540 – 1775 
The agricultural landscape at the end of the medieval period comprised c.525 a. of inclosed 

former monastic farmland in the south-east, with the remaining land divided between two open 

field systems, one of c.1,000 a. in the north, and the other across c.730 a. in the south, probably with 

one of the three open fields lying beyond the grange land on the heavy clays in the extreme east of 

the parish. The unyielding nature of this soil, and the relatively small size of each open field may 

have influenced the decision to inclose the southern field system by private agreement over the 

17th century, after the two manors had been reunited in the hands of the Stafford family.32 The 

subsequent partition in 1654 gave land in both the north and the south of the parish to the holders 

of each half-share.33 Uncultivated heathland of 100 a. still remained in 1722,34 all or part of which 

may have been within the upper pasture in the north of the parish which was inclosed in 1775. Map 

6 provides an interpretation of the possible farming landscape in c.1650.  

  

                                                           
31 TNA, E 179/134/323, part 2, m. 15. 
32 Above, 00. 
33 ROLLR, DE 365/21. 
34 ROLLR, DE 41/1/59, abstract of deeds and fine of 1722. 
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Map 6: Ibstock in c.1650 [image removed from web version for copyright reasons]   



 

8 
 

The former monastic land 

William Noel’s purchase of the former monastic estate in 1649 included two houses, 160 a. 

of arable land, 30 a. of meadow, 300 a. of pasture and 100 a. of heath.35 This had been divided into 

five farms by 1729: George Thirlby paid 30 per cent of the tithe for land owned by Lady Noel; William 

Pool paid 23 per cent for land owned by widow Weston; James Wilson and Mr Tilcoat paid 20 per 

cent between them; William Smith paid 10 per cent, and Robert Bencoat paid 7 per cent for land 

owned by Mr Burton.36 The first two of these farms in 1838 were Pickering Grange, containing 216 

a., occupied by George Thirlby and owned by Lady Frances Morgan (grand-daughter of William 

Noel), and the adjacent ‘Grange Farm’ (later Ibstock Grange) of 97 a., owned and occupied by 

Samuel Weston.37 An undated 18th-century plan of Mr Wilson’s ‘Inclos’d Estate at Ibstock Grange’ 

shows 78 a. partly bounded by the lands of Messrs Noel, Weston and Tylecoat and was probably 

part of the land held by Wilson and Tilcoat in 1729. The location of the remainder of the monastic 

estate shown in Map 6 is conjecture; there is no evidence to suggest the abbey had owned any land 

to the east of what became Ellistown Terrace Road. 

Pastoral farming predominated on this land, particularly dairy, with some arable, which 

could have provided winter feed for the livestock. Thomas Farmer, alias Warde, ‘of Swinfeild 

Grange’, died in 1635 owning livestock worth £42 6s. 8d., comprising seven kyne with three calves, 

one bull, bullocks, five one-year-old calves and a mare, but no crops.38 Valentine White, who 

occupied part of the Pickering Grange land in 1671, was a mixed farmer.39 On his death in 1683 he 

owned six horses, 13 cows, 60 sheep and four swine worth a total of £68 4s. 9d., cheese, corn and 

wool worth another £6 and corn, peas and hay valued together at £60 3s. 4d.40  John Wilson ‘of 

Pickering Grange’ died in 1707, when he owned six cows, a yearling and a bull calf (valued at £15 

                                                           
35 Farnham, Medieval Village Notes, III, 17, citing fine, octave of the Purification, 1649; above, 00. 
36 ROLLR, DE 464/2, fol. 18 (tithe book). 
37 ROLLR, Ti/155/1. 
38 ROLLR, PR/I/38/83. 
39 ROLLR, DE 464/2, fol. 5. 
40 ROLLR, PR/I/85/143. 
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19s.), mares, two foals, ‘pasture sheep’ (an unrecorded number, but worth only £1 15s.), some 

swine and hay, corn worth £6 and cheese worth £2 10s. in his ‘cheese chamber’.41  

Open field farming 

The location and extent of the three open fields in the north of the parish, and an area of 

pasture in the north, is shown on the inclosure map of 1775.42 The boundaries of the monastic land 

and those of the individual open fields in the southern manor are conjecture, but based on all 

available evidence. The names Church Field and Breach Field appear in two terriers of the early 17th 

century.43 The name ‘breach’ often refers to land on the edges of a parish, ‘newly broken’ when the 

field was named.44 There is a footbridge over the brook into the area shown as ‘Lane Field’. The 1559 

will of John Perryant left 20s. towards mending the two bridges that went into ‘the lane fyld’.45 A 

Lane Field Close is listed in a conveyance of 1636.46  

A tithe book shows that the main crops in 1670 (in terms of yield) were peas and barley, 

closely followed by ‘blencorn’ (a mixture of wheat and rye), then wheat and a little rye grown on 

their own; there were also small quantities of oats and hemp; no beans are mentioned. The rector 

recorded 15 farms with sheep, and 160 lambs were born in 1671, but there were no more than 17 

lambs on any one farm.47 The inclosure map and later tithe award show meadows stretching along 

the south side of the brooks, which may have been meadow land for centuries. A glebe terrier of 

1690 includes ‘dole meadow’, suggesting this land was divided into shares, and possibly allocated 

each year by lot.48  

                                                           
41 ROLLR, PR/I/114/11. 
42 ROLLR, DE 8666. 
43 ROLLR, DE 365/4a (conveyance with attached terrier, 1610); ROLLR, 1D 41/2/339a–b (glebe terrier, 1638). 
44 Field, English Field-Names, 27. 
45 ROLLR, Wills and Inventories, 1558 P–Z/23. 
46 ROLLR, DE 365/12a (conveyance, 1636). 
47 ROLLR, DE 464/2, fol. 7. 
48 Field, English Field-Names, 65. 
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John Perryant was one of the wealthiest farmers in Ibstock in the mid-16th century, and was 

assessed for tax in 1549 on goods worth £10.49 On his death in 1559 his wheat, rye, barley, oats, 

peas and hay were together worth £32, and he owned livestock valued at £111, comprising ten 

oxen, 11 horses, 29 head of cattle, 200 sheep, 14 swine and some poultry.50 This ratio of around one-

quarter of the value of the farming assets being crops and three-quarters being livestock is also seen 

in smaller farms in this period. Thomas Sadler, for example, died in 1567 leaving cattle, sheep and 

horses worth £19 and corn and ploughs worth £6.51 One of the wealthiest open-field farmers in the 

late 17th century was yeoman Thomas Copson, who held two yardlands and four closes in 

‘Overton’.52 At his death in 1687 he had wheat, barley, peas, beans, oats and hay, together valued at 

£64, and livestock valued at £81 7s., comprising nine horses and foals, 18 cows, 61 sheep and lambs 

and two pigs.53  

The holder of a yardland could graze 25 sheep and two cows on the common pasture in 

1638, and another cow on the heath. Cottagers could graze ten sheep and one cow on the heath, 

and two cows on the common pasture after Lammas (1 August).54 

New articles were agreed in 1697, which stated they were to apply for 15 years, and this 

may mark the inclosure of the final land of the former southern manor. Nether Field was reduced in 

size ‘to enlarge the cow pasture’. Containing c.290 a. in 1775, it was the smallest of the three fields. 

For each yardland held, two beasts could be kept on the cow pasture until Lammas, and six between 

Lammas and the sowing of crops, with one horse standing for two beasts. The stint for sheep 

depended on which field was fallow, due to their different sizes. If Nether Field was fallow, the stint 

was 15 sheep for a yardland and six for a cottage. Grazing in Buftown Field, and in Upper Field when 

Wool Field meadow was ‘not eaten’, was restricted to 20 sheep for a yardland and eight for a 

                                                           
49 TNA, E 179/134/165, rot. 1d. 
50 ROLLR, Wills and Inventories, 1558 P–Z/24. 
51 ROLLR, Wills and Inventories 1567/104.  
52 ROLLR, Wills & Inventories 1687/117; DE 464/2, fol. 3 (tithe book). 
53 ROLLR, PR/I/90/140. 
54 ROLLR, 1D 41/2/339a–b (glebe terrier). 
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cottage, but when Upper Field was fallow and Wool Field meadow ‘was eaten’, 25 sheep could graze 

for every yardland held, or ten for a cottage. Inhabitants had to provide the field masters with 

details of any grazing rights they bought or sold. The parish bulls and tupps were to be of good 

quality, defined by their monetary value.55  

Inclosure of the southern fields 

Some inclosure was underway by 1590, when Leonard Pagett sold a close of 4 a. which was 

one of at least three lying between Nether Field and the southern brook.56 The catalyst for further 

inclosure was probably William Stafford’s acquisition of the second manor, giving him land across 

the parish and uniting the courts which regulated the field systems.57 The strips on both sides of 17 

of the 19 lands held by the rector in 1638 in Church Field, Breach Field and Upper Field were held by 

‘Mr Stafford’.58 He may have been actively acquiring more land in the south, by purchase or 

exchange, with a view to creating an inclosed estate. The final section of this glebe terrier also 

records that the rector had exchanged one ley and a hade (headland) in the Townsend Leys for two 

leys in the Church Close.59 By 1690, the rector had no lands in Church Field or Breach Field, but had 

acquired a ‘New Close’ adjacent to the rectory garden.60  

Thomas Patchett (Paget) ‘of Ibstock’ purchased ‘two little closes’ in 1633.61 Three years later, 

he purchased Lanefield Close (5 a.), Grymesholme Close (3 a.) and Suthwell Close, all said to be in 

‘Overton’, from Thomas Barwell for £90. The conveyance included the condition that ‘if the closes or 

any of them happen to be thrown open or used in common in such manner as used to be used 

before they were enclosed’, then Paget’s purchase money would be returned together with any 

expenses he had incurred ‘in manuring dressing and husbanding the closes’, as determined by 

                                                           
55 ROLLR, DE 390/57/1, and below, 00. 
56 ROLLR, DE 365/2 (conveyance, 1590). 
57 Above, 00. 
58 ROLLR, 1D 41/2/339a–b.  
59 ROLLR, 1D 41/2/339 a–b. 
60 ROLLR, 1D 41/2/340 (glebe terrier). 
61 ROLLR, DE 365/11 (conveyance, 1633). 
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independent arbiters.62 In 1637, Paget was said to be ‘of Overton’ when he purchased further land, 

including another little close ‘newlie enclosed’ in Over Grymeshollme, in Overton.63 It appears that 

most of the land in the south of the parish had been inclosed by 1650.  

Agriculture from 1775 
The inclosure Act of 1774 and award of 1775 redistributed 1,098 a., including 56 a. of old 

inclosures, between 29 parties.64 Almost half of this land (988 a.) was allotted to just ten people, 

with the largest awards made to the rector (282 a.), Joseph Paget (147 a.), Francis Dugdale Astley 

(141 a.) and John Clare (101 a.).65 Some of these men also owned other land that was already 

inclosed, Clare, for example, owned 177 a. in 1775.66 At the other end of the scale, 13 allotments 

were of less than four acres, with the smallest, to John Bates, being just 13 perches. It was not 

economic to bear the cost of hedging small closes, and although it cannot be proved, these small 

owners would inevitably have sold their land and joined the larger number of landless labourers in 

the village.  

The Tithe commissioners noted in 1838 that convertible husbandry had been adopted across 

‘much of the land’ in Ibstock. Grass was laid down for between four and six years before ploughing 

up for an annual rotation of different cereal crops, then repeated. They also commented that the 

parish contained ‘some peculiarly fine turnip land’, suggesting this had become a common fodder 

crop in Ibstock.67  

Thomas Paget (1732–1818) was allotted 58 a. in the inclosure award of 1775, but a plan of 

his land that year shows he owned a total of 465 a., with most of his farm on the old inclosures in 

the south of the parish.68  Paget was a near contemporary and follower of Robert Bakewell of 

                                                           
62 ROLLR, DE 365/12a.  
63 ROLLR, DE 365/14 (conveyance, 1637). 
64 Private Act, 14 Geo. III, c. 3; ROLLR, DE 8666. 
65 ROLLR, DE 8666. 
66 ROLLR, 109’30/94 (Plan of John Clare’s estate, 1775). 
67 TNA, IR 18/4506; W. Marshall, The Rural Economy of the Midland Counties, I (1790), 187–8. 
68 ROLLR 109’30/95 (Plan of Thomas Paget’s estate, 1775). 
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Dishley (1725–95). Bakewell strove to increase food supply through the selective breeding of 

livestock and the improvement of grassland by irrigation.69 Paget experimented with fertilisers, 

mixing bones with lime to reduce them to powder, and using soot as a top dressing.70 He grew up to 

14 a. of cabbages each year as winter fodder, and was praised by Marshall as ‘the greatest cabbage 

grower I have anywhere observed’.71 He was also lauded by Marshall as ‘a master of the art of 

draining by sod or turf drains’, teaching his labourers to cut channels and place turfs of the 

‘shoulders’ of the ditch to produce a cheap and long-lasting drain.72 Through effective irrigation, 

Paget was able to cut hay from grass ‘which has received no manure for 40 years’.73 On retiring to a 

smaller farm in 1793, a sale of Paget’s improved cattle, sheep and rams realised premium prices, 

including 400 guineas for a bull named Shakespear, and up to 84 guineas for heifers and 62 guineas 

for sheep.74  

Crop returns record 264½ a. of barley 177½ a. of oats and 146 a. of wheat being grown in 

1801. A further 115 a. was planted with ‘beans, turnips or rape’ for fodder, and there were four 

acres planted with potatoes.75 Although the return only sought information on food and fodder 

crops, the respondent added that ‘A great proportion of the land in Ibstock is laid down in grass for 

sheep and beasts, and a considerable quantity of meadow hay is cut. [There are] Large dairies for 

cheese’.76  

The tithe survey of 1838, which covered the 1,153 a. of land that had been inclosed before 

1775, recorded 406 a. of arable land (35 per cent),  687 a. of pasture (60 per cent) and 60 a. of 

                                                           
69 Marshall, Rural Economy, I, 385; ODNB, s.v. ‘Bakewell, Robert (1725–95), stock-breeder and farmer’ 

(accessed 10 Mar. 2019). 
70 W. Pitt, A General View of the Agriculture of the County of Leicester (1809), 194. 
71 Marshall, Rural Economy, I, 259–62. 
72 Marshall, Rural Economy, I, 191–5. 
73 Marshall, Rural Economy, I, 287. 
74 Pitt, General View, 221–2, 251–2. 
75 Home Office Acreage Returns, 1801, II (List & Index Society, vol. 190, 1982), 46. 
76 Ibid., 56. 
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meadow (5 per cent) along the streams.77 Land utilisation in the remainder of the parish may have 

been very similar by this date.  

Reviewing the annual agricultural returns between 1867 and 1977 at ten-year intervals, the 

land under crops rose from 792 a. in 1867 to a peak of 881 a. in 1877, falling to just 205 a. in 1937. 

Largely through the ‘ploughing up’ campaign, this had increased to 620 a. in 1947, with conversion 

to arable continuing to increase the area under crops to 885 a. in 1967, before falling slightly to 854 

a. in 1977.78 Market conditions and the needs of the changing number and mix of livestock 

influenced what was grown. Figure 3 shows the acreage of the main cereal crops. The large 

quantities of barley grown from 1967 helped to feed an increasing number of pigs.79 

Figure 4 shows the number and type of livestock recorded on Ibstock’s farms in the June 

annual returns. In 1867, the land was largely stocked with sheep.80 In common with trends across 

the country, the number fell in the later 19th century from 1,230 in 1887 to 504 in 1907, and 

continued to fall over the 20th century, becoming insignificant from the 1960s. Between 1867 and 

1937 the number of cattle fluctuated between 575 (1887) and 385 (1937), and then rose steadily to 

1,097 in 1977. The number of pigs increased from 51 in 1947 to 1,305 in 1985.81 Denser stocking had 

become possible through improved farming methods. Changes in the economics of pig production 

meant that by 2010 they were no longer kept on any scale.82  

 

 

                                                           
77 ROLLR, Ti/155/1. 
78 TNA, MAF 68/134; 68/533; 68/1103; 68/1673; 68/2243; 68/2813; 68/3356; 68/3836; 68/4205; 68/4575; 

68/5037; 68/5588. 
79 TNA, MAF 68/134; 68/533; 68/1103; 68/1673; 68/2243; 68/2813; 68/3356; 68/3836; 68/4205; 68/4575; 

68/5037; 68/5588. 
80 TNA, MAF 68/134. 
81 TNA, MAF 68/134; 68/533; 68/1103; 68/1673; 68/2243; 68/2813; 68/3356; 68/3836; 68/4205; 68/4575; 

68/5037; 68/5588. 
82 Information collected from local farmers by Andrew Ward, 2011. 
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Figure 3: Cereal crops grown on Ibstock’s farms, recorded in the annual agricultural returns 

 

 

Figure 4: Livestock on Ibstock’s farms, recorded in the annual agricultural returns 

The number of small farms reduced over the 20th century. There were 60 farms in 1917, 

including 49 with less than 50 a., and six with more than 100 a. of land.83 By 1957, the number of 

farms had reduced to 35, of which 21 had less than 50 a., with the number of farms with more than 

                                                           
83 TNA, MAF 68/2813. 
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100 a. slightly increasing to seven.84 The detailed surveys of 1943 also show seven farms of over 100 

a., the largest being Ibstock Grange, with 288a. but unfortunately the full return from this farm is 

missing. All the other farms with more than 100 a. were wholly or primarily dairy, with some of 

those farmers having 30–40 sheep in addition to their cattle. Several of those with smaller farms 

were also milk producer/retailers.85 In 2010, there were 15 farms of different sizes in the parish, 

including one dairy farm. Several of the remaining farms operated on a small scale with just a few 

cattle or sheep, together with some other enterprise, for example, horse livery.  

Arable farmland in the heavy clays in the south of the parish was planted as woodland over 

three winters from 1998–9, as part of the Farm Woodland Premium Scheme. Planting included 

coniferous species, poplars, willows, oaks and other broadleafed trees.86 Other farmland was sold 

for housing development in the late 20th and early 21st centuries.  

Mills 

Ibstock had one windmill in 1279, on the manor of Robert de Verdon.87 Two mill locations 

have been identified. The inclosure award of 1775 included a ‘plot on which a windmill now stands’, 

which was on high ground immediately to the north-west of the junction between the Hinckley to 

Melbourne turnpike road and its spur through Heather (which became Station Road).88 A 

photograph shows it was a timber-clad post-mill, on a brick base.89 A tithe was collected for Mill Hill 

Close in Overton in 1670.90 This is probably the Million Close recorded in 1838, which lies along (and 

curiously crossing) Overton Road, stretching from the northernmost of the two brooks to the crest of 

the hill.91  

                                                           
84 TNA, MAF 68/4575. 
85 TNA, MAF 32/386/213. 
86 Royal Forestry Society, Battram Wood Case Study (6pp leaflet: copy held by Ibstock Historical Society). 
87 Nicholls, History, IV, 749. 
88 ROLLR, DE 8666. 
89 Photograph in Ibstock Historical Society archive. 
90 ROLLR, DE 464/2, fol. 3 (tithe book) 
91 ROLLR, Ti/155/1. 
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Extractive Industries 

Coal 

Ibstock colliery 

Ibstock colliery began as a speculative venture by William Thirlby, a former lace 

manufacturer.92 He inherited a farmhouse and land in the north of the parish when his father 

George died in 1812, and decided to turn to mining in 1825.93 The first forty years of the colliery’s 

existence were beset with difficulties, due to a combination of insufficient capital, poor 

management, geological issues, the indifferent quality of the coal and (initially) a lack of cheap 

transport.  

Between 1825 and 1830, Thirlby borrowed a total of £6,550 from Revd Thomas Storer of 

Wigston (probably a relation by marriage),94 Joseph Jephcote of Exhall (Warwicks.),95 Thomas 

Swinnerton of Caldecot (Warwicks.),96 and John Storer, largely against mortgages.97 The money was 

used to purchase engines, boilers, cylinders, pump, gins, whimseys, machines, chains and ropes, and 

to sink the first shaft.98 Needing further capital, Thirlby and his son George entered into partnership 

in 1830 with Leicester ironfounders James and Benjamin Cort, who paid £750 for a half-share of the 

buildings and plant.99 In December 1830, the Corts took over Jephcote’s loan (at £1,985) and his 

mortgage,100 and injected another £1,400 into the business, probably to repay Swinnerton.101 

                                                           
92 London Gaz., 29 Apr. 1817, 1039; 2 Sept 1817, 1884. 
93 ROLLR, DE 1717/6 (parish register); DE 41/1/59 uncatalogued deeds: indentures of lease and release 3 & 4 

Apr. 1788, cited in abstract of conveyance from George Salisbury, 1831 and letters of administration 1813, cited 

in abstract of title of William Thirlby 1831.  
94 ROLLR, DE 41/1/61, cited within indenture of 31 Aug. 1831 between commissioners in bankruptcy, Cheatle 

and Gregory. Parish registers include four people named Thirlby who married people named Storer at Ibstock 

and Nailstone between 1780 and 1810. 
95 ROLLR, DE 41/1/59, Indentures 3 Dec. 1825 and 2/3 Dec. 1827 cited in Abstract of Title of William Thirlby 

and mortgagees to an estate at Ibstock, 1831.  
96 ROLLR, DE 41/1/59, Indentures of 21 Dec. 1825 and 18/19 Jan. 1826 cited in abstract of three several 

mortgages of land at Ibstock and Donington, 1831. 
97 ROLLR, DE 41/1/223/3 (abstract of deed of partnership) 
98 Ibid. 
99 ROLLR, DE 41/1/223/1, partnership agreement 21 Jan. 1830. 
100 Cited within ROLLR, DE 41/1/223/2 (abstract of agreement, Storer and Cort) and DE 41/1/59 (uncatalogued 

deeds: abstract of title of William Thirlby and his mortgagees). 
101 ROLLR, DE 41/1/223/2 (abstract of agreement, Storer and Cort). 
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Benjamin Cort also agreed to purchase the house, farmland and colliery, ‘in complete repair and full 

work’,102 for £8,250.103 A few months later, Revd Thomas Storer called in his loan, and petitioned 

successfully for William Thirlby’s bankruptcy.104 In an out-of-court settlement, it was agreed that the 

Corts’ security would rank ahead of that of John Storer, and in exchange, Benjamin Cort’s agreement 

to purchase the entire business would be set aside.105 The business continued to operate at a 

modest level, managed by John and Joseph Storer.106 There were ‘12 labourers, 20 years old’ living in 

Ibstock in 1831 who were colliery employees.107 The number of employees had increased to 70 by 

1833, about one-third of whom were boys, the youngest about eight years of age. With wages of 2s. 

daily for men, the Storers would have had little difficulty in recruiting labour.108  

An Act of Parliament of 1830 authorised a railway to be built between Leicester and 

Swannington, with branch lines to collieries, including one from Ibstock colliery to join the line at 

Bagworth.109 The railway opened in July 1832 from Leicester as far as Bagworth, but the railway 

company had failed to lay the branch lines, and is said to have provided a rebate of 6d. per ton to 

Ibstock colliery to cover land carriage to Bagworth.110 By October 1832, Joseph Storer had spent ‘a 

considerable sum’ on laying a ‘railway or tramway’ from the colliery to the railway line.111 In one 

week in August 1833, 141 tons of Ibstock coal were carried by train to Leicester.112 No evidence has 

been found to support Stretton’s assertion that Ibstock colliery bought a locomotive in 1833.113 

                                                           
102 ROLLR, DE 41/1/59, Indentures of lease and release of 21 and 22 Dec. 1830 cited in abstract of title of 

William Thirlby and his mortgagees; Leic. Jnl, 31 Dec. 1830. 
103 ROLLR, DE 41/1/223/2. 
104 London Gaz., 12 Aug. 1831, 1644-5; 10 Jan. 1832, 68; 7 Feb 1832, 281; The Law Advertiser for 1831, 292. 
105 ROLLR, DE 41/1/223/2; see also C. Owen, The Leicestershire and South Derbyshire Coalfield, 1200–1900 

(Ashbourne, 1984), 195–6 and M. Kinder, ‘Ibstock Colliery’, Archives, 72 (2011), 35–6.  
106 ROLLR, DE 41/1/223/3. 
107 1831 census. 
108 Report of the Royal Commission on the Employment of Children in Factories, Second Report (Parl. Papers 

1833 (519) xxi), p. 103. 
109 11 Geo. IV, c.58 (Private act) (copy at ROLLR, DE 490/78); and see above, 00. 
110 C.R. Clinker 'Leicester and Swannington Railway', Trans. LAHS, 30 (1954), 69. 
111 ROLLR, DE 41/1/223/3 
112 Leic. Chron., 24 Aug. 1833. 
113 C.E. Stretton, ‘The history of the Ibstock colliery (private) railway’ (paper read at Ibstock, 1904), 4;  
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Witnesses in a court case in 1863 could remember the mineral line being a horse-drawn tramway for 

nearly 20 years, which was altered for locomotives in 1851.114  

The proprietors in 1837 were the ‘Ibstock Coal Company’.115 A prospectus was issued that 

year seeking to raise share capital for the Leicestershire Coal Company, to purchase the land, shafts, 

engines, railway track and business for £30,000, in line with a valuation from mining engineer 

William Willis Bailey. Two seams were being worked, with 17 a. extracted from the top seam and 

only three acres from the bottom seam. Annual sales of 30,000 tons were anticipated.116 Many of 

the same people were involved in both the Ibstock Coal Company and the Leicestershire Coal 

Company, and the new structure was probably intended to raise fresh capital from new investors. 

Both company names appear in subsequent records.117  

A court case in 1839, to cover the uninsured losses sustained by the farm’s tenant when a 

spark from colliery lamps ignited the thatch on his barn, provides some details of how the colliery 

was worked. Two lamps had been erected when a new shaft was sunk less than three years 

previously. These were conical iron cages, open at the top and with bars round the side, filled and lit 

with coals, and raised to a height of six feet. On the day in question, shortly after 5 am there was ‘a 

fresh gang of men going down to relieve the others who had been working early in the night’. It took 

c.45 minutes for all the workers to descend, and as the light was needed during that period, fresh 

coals were added to the lamps. This created the spark which caused the blaze. The court found in 

favour of the farmer.118  

A report on the colliery, produced by John Laurance in 1840, identified many deficiencies. 

The shafts were not deep enough, were close to the edge of the geological stratum, and too close to 

                                                           
114 Leic. Chron., 25 Jul. 1863. 
115 Leic. Herald, 25 Nov. 1837; 2 Dec. 1837. 
116 Leic. Chron., 22 Apr. 1837. 
117 Ibid.; Leic. Jnl, 11 Jan. 1839; Leic. Chron. 12 Jan. 1839; 30 Mar. 1839; ROLLR, DE 41/1/31. 
118 Leic. Jnl, 11 Jan. 1839; Leic. Chron. 12 Jan. 1839; 30 Mar. 1839; a description and painting of a 

Leicestershire working colliery with such lamps in 1827 can be found in University of Leicester, David Wilson 

Library Special collections, MS 149, William Fry’s excursions, pp. 77-80. 



 

20 
 

the property boundary, so the mine could not be worked outwards in all directions. The ventilation 

and underground roads were ‘bad’, the coal was poor quality and the ‘the greater part of the coal 

which could be worked with the present shafts is nearly exhausted’.119 Two new shafts had begun to 

be sunk.120 More investment was needed. 

The 1841 census listed 42 miners or colliers in Ibstock, although the colliery probably also 

employed the two engineers, some of the sawyers and a few others.121 The colliery, ‘partially opened 

about twenty years’, but only ‘in full work about ten years’ was placed at auction in 1846. The sale 

included farmland of 98 a., the farmhouse, colliery buildings, pumping and winding engines, the 

railway track, and shafts reaching two seams of coal, where 32 a. had been extracted from the top 

seam and 23 a. from the lower seam.122 The purchaser was probably Ashby solicitor Edward M. 

Green, who is said to have bought the colliery in c.1848, and remained its owner in 1863.123 The 

21,438 tons sold in 1855 were well below the 30,000 tons suggested to prospective investors in 

1837.124 Green appears to have lost interest by 1862, when he agreed a lease to Edwin Bray, John 

Roseby and John Child, who had had capital of just £6,000. Within two years they had been declared 

bankrupt, with debts of £34,000, and the business had to close.125  

The colliery and brickyard were purchased in 1865 by Joseph Whetstone, of Whitwick 

Colliery Company.126 After the death of Joseph in 1868, the two collieries and their brickyards at 

Whitwick and Ibstock were managed by Joseph’s brother William Whetstone, with Ibstock banker 

Thomas Tertius Paget providing £20,000 of capital.127 When Paget withdrew from the partnership in 

1873, he was providing funding of £75,000.128 The investment and the expertise of Whetstone had 

                                                           
119 ROLLR, DE 41/1/324. 
120 Leics. Merc., 24 Aug. 1839. 
121 1841 census  
122 ROLLR, DE 40/17/4. 
123 Leic. Jnl., 24 Jul. 1863. 
124 ROLLR, DE 41/1/131; Leic. Chron., 22 Apr. 1837. 
125 London Gaz., 4 Oct. 1864, 4735; Loughborough Monitor, 8 Dec. 1864. 
126 Loughborough Monitor, 2 Feb. 1865. 
127 ROLLR, DE 462/11 (will of Joseph Whetstone); 1D 43/29/4 (agreement Paget/Whetstone, 1871). 
128 ROLLR, 1D 43/29/5 (agreement). 
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put the business on a sound footing, and when Ibstock colliery was sold in 1873, the business was 

raising 60,000 tons annually, and owned 75 a. of surface land, mineral rights over 777 a., a 

locomotive and the plant and equipment necessary to run the colliery and brickworks.129  

Ibstock Colliery Company Ltd was formed in 1873 to purchase the colliery and brickyard 

businesses, paying £94,000, with deferred terms agreed for c.£50,000 of this sum.130 Less than three 

months after crowing that the first dividend paid to shareholders was equivalent 20 per cent per 

annum, the directors tried to enforce a ten per cent cut in the miners’ wages. The miners forced 

them to back down.131 Within one year and following further investment within the business, the 

company claimed to have increased daily output from 170 tons to 450 tons.132 A change of directors 

followed, and under the leadership of Scottish physician Samuel Thomson, his son Robert Thomson 

and William Sheppard, in 1890 the company opened their second colliery on the site, 130 yd. from 

the first, and installed electric light above and below ground.133 Output increased to 550 tons daily at 

the No. 1 colliery and 500 tons daily from the No. 2 plant.134 A new company was incorporated in 

1899, Ibstock Collieries Ltd, as the next generation took over.135 Robert Thomson became chairman 

and joint managing director with William Sheppard junior.136  

The colliery ordered its first coal-cutting machine in 1900.137 In 1914, it employed 1,128 

people underground and 215 on the surface. There was a high turnover of workers during the war, 

and a heavy reliance on those too young or too old for military service. Having ‘collared every lad 

they could on leaving school’, the colliery employed 44 boys under 14 years in 1916, and at the other 

                                                           
129 London Evening Standard, 26 Aug. 1873. 
130 London Evening Standard, 26 Aug. 1873; Balance sheet for 1875 reproduced in M. Cassell, Dig It, Burn It, 

Sell It: The Story of Ibstock Johnsen, 1825–1990 (1990), 15. 
131 Leic. Chron., 23 Aug. 1873; Morning Post, 24 Jan. 1874; 26 Jan. 1874; Leic. Jnl, 17 Apr. 1874. 
132 Leic. Chron., 19 Sep. 1874; Balance sheet for 1875 reproduced in M. Cassell, Dig It, Burn It, Sell It: The 

Story of Ibstock Johnsen, 1825–1990 (1990), 15. 
133 London Evening Standard, 26 Aug. 1873; Leic. Jnl, 12 Sep. 1879; Colliery Guardian, 18 Sep. 1896; Leic. 

Chron., 7 Jun. 1890; Kinder, ‘Ibstock Colliery’, 39–42; Cassell, Dig It, 16. 
134 Colliery Guardian, 18 Sep. 1896. 
135 Company minute book (in private hands), 25 Sep. 1899. 
136 Ibid., 13 Oct. 1899. 
137 Ibid., 29 May 1900. 
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end of the scale their oldest worker was 87.138 Daily output in 1918 was 1,100 tons, rather than the 

1,300 tons the directors considered achievable, probably due to the age-profile of the workforce.139 

Profits were seen after the war, but monthly losses appeared from 1927, when London buyers 

turned to cheaper coal from Scotland and north-east England, which could be shipped down the 

coast for less than the cost of rail transport from Leicestershire.140 In 1928, the company asked 

mining engineer A.R. Tomlinson to prepare a report on the colliery, and he advised the directors that 

the pits should close as soon as possible, as they were losing money on every ton of coal sold.141 The 

contracts of 140 miners had been terminated in advance of receiving the report, and in its aftermath 

another 600 miners were served with notice.142  The remaining 300 men were retained until July 

1929 for dismantling the operation.143 The brick, tile and pipe works continued to operate, and are 

described below. 

Ellistown colliery 

The land which became Ellistown Colliery was part of Ibstock Lodge Farm, which was sold for 

£32,000 in 1873 to Colonel Joseph Joel Ellis, the owner of Nailstone colliery, 1.2 miles to the south-

west.144 The demand for coal at this time exceeded supply.145 Ellis wanted to sink a mine on the land, 

and the first sod was ceremoniously cut by Mrs Ellis on the day the purchase was completed.146 The 

site adjoined the Leicester and Burton branch of the Midland Railway (originally the Leicester to 

Swannington line), and the first three shafts were sunk close to the railway line.147 Thomas 

Millership, manager of the Nailstone colliery, was appointed general manager of the new colliery.148  

                                                           
138 Coalville Times, 10 Mar. 1916. 
139 Company minute book (in private hands), 8 May 1918, 15 Aug. 1918, 25 Oct. 1918.  
140 Company minute book (in private hands), from meeting 23 Feb. 1927 to 25 Jan. 1928. 
141 Company minute book (in private hands), 24 Oct. 1928. 
142 Nottingham Eve. Post, 30 Aug. 1928; 31 Oct. 1928. 
143 Birmingham Daily Gaz., 10 Nov. 1928; Nottingham Jnl, 13 July 1929. 
144 DE 4939/589 (deeds); Leic. Jnl., 4 Jul. 1873. 
145 Leic. Daily Post, 23 Nov. 1878. 
146 Leic. Jnl., 4 Jul. 1873. 
147 ROLLR, DE 490/16, p. 2 (colliery valuation). 
148 Leic. Jnl., 4 Jul. 1873; 5 Dec. 1873; Leic. Chron., 12 Feb. 1876. 
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Immediately beneath the surface clay, the red marls of the New Red Sandstone formation 

were 100 yd. thick and held a vast quantity of water.149 Igneous Whitwick Dolerite lay under the 

sandstone and above the coal.150 Initially, ‘they seemed to have tapped all the springs of the 

neighbourhood’. After pumping out the water, they soon struck hard rock, ‘almost as hard as a 

diamond, and on which the highest tempered tools could hardly make an impression’.151 A ‘few 

gentlemen interested in mining’ watched the application of a McDermott drill to create a bore, 

where dynamite was inserted. When the fuse was lit, it blew out four feet of rock, enabling the 

sinkers to continue their work.152 It took two further years to reach top main coal at 256 yd.153 The 

effort was worthwhile, as the sinkings provided 68 ft of workable coal in 13 seams and ten beds of 

fireclay totalling 55 ft. The coal was dry, gas was rare, there were no geological faults and the strata 

dip was only 1 in 14.154  

Ellis purchased neighbouring land to secure additional mineral rights, giving the colliery 

access to 555 a. of minerals in 1879, with a roaster seam which alone contained enough coal to 

provide 200,000 tons annually for 21 years.155 The two shafts were capable of raising up to 1,400 

tons daily.156 The colliery workforce was probably about six hundred men.157  

The owners of Ellistown and Ibstock collieries contracted with ‘butties’ or ‘stallmen’ who 

were each allocated a length of the coal face and paid a fixed price per ton for the coal and slack 

they sent out. The butties employed workers including ‘holers’, paid by the yard, to undercut the 

coal face, and ‘loaders’, paid by the ton for the amount sent out. The butties were responsible for 

                                                           
149 ROLLR, DE 490/16, p. 16. 
150 C. Fox-Strangways, The Geology of the Leicestershire and South Derbyshire Coalfields (1907), 33–4. 
151 Leic. Chron., 12 Feb. 1876. 
152 Leic. Jnl, 5 Dec. 1873. 
153 Leic. Chron., 12 Feb. 1876. 
154 ROLLR, DE 490/16, pp. 5, 11–12, 16. 
155 ROLLR, DE 490/16, pp. 17–18. 
156 ROLLR, DE 490/16, p. 3. 
157 Owen, Leicestershire, 238. 
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safety.158 A new system was introduced in 1888, by which all the men, not just the butties, were 

employed directly by the colliery, at the same rates.159   

Ellis died in 1885, leaving the business to trustees, who worked the business under the 

supervision of the High Court until 1935.160 An undated valuation from the first decades of the 20th 

century shows that the business was raising 1,200 tons of coal daily. The colliery held rights over 

nearly 900 a. of unworked coal in the roaster seam, which yielded 7,500 tons per acre, and 964 a. in 

the upper seam with a yield of 6,500 tons per acre. Plant in both the colliery and the brickworks was 

modern and efficient.161 Further annual income of £340 was obtained through an agreement signed 

in 1893 to supply 400,000 gallons of water daily to Leicester Corporation’s Thornton reservoir for 30 

years.162 With the seams nearing exhaustion in 1934, partly as a result of encountering a geological 

fault, the trustees decided to modernise the plant and develop the Middle and Nether Lount 

seams.163  

The court agreed in 1935 that two new companies could be formed to buy the colliery and 

brickworks.164 Ellistown Colliery Ltd and Ellistown Brick, Pipe and Fireclay Works and Estates Ltd took 

over in 1936.165 An extensive programme of mechanisation and modernisation was begun, and by 

1938 all coal cutting and face conveying had been mechanised. This resulted in a doubling of output, 

and profit levels consistently higher than those at other local mines.166  

The coalmine (but not the brickworks) was nationalised in 1946. Until then the privately 

owned mines were physically separated by unworked sections of coal. These barriers no longer 

                                                           
158 Leic. Daily Post, 5 Jul. 1888. 
159 Leic. Daily Post, 20 Jul., 27 Jul., 31 Jul., 2 Aug., 3 Aug., 30 Aug. 1888. 
160 Principal Probate Registry, COW272384g; ROLLR, DE 4939/631, DE 4939/765. 
161 ROLLR, DE 4939/365/1. 
162 ROLLR, DE 4939/365/1; Leic. Chron., 23 Dec. 1893; 30 Dec. 1893. 
163 ROLLR, DE 4939/801. 
164 ROLLR, DE 4939/631, DE 4939/765. 
165 ROLLR, DE 4939/765; DE 4939/771/4. 
166 ROLLR, DE 4939/382. 
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needed to be maintained, and in 1955 the accumulated water was pumped from Ibstock pit and the 

unworked coal was extracted by neighbouring collieries.167 

Ellistown and Bagworth were the last Leicestershire mines in production. Two of the four 

coalfaces at Ellistown were closed in 1986.168 By 1988, the workforce had been run down to 180, and 

it merged with Bagworth. The output was brought to the surface at Nailstone coal preparation plant 

by drift conveyor.169 In its latter stages the Ellistown/Bagworth pit broke national productivity 

records, achieving 8.8 tons per shift shortly before closure in 1991.170  

Clay 

Three pottery kilns and a tile kiln were found during the excavation of the Roman settlement 

near the north-west parish boundary, which presumably used local clay.171   

One of the furlongs in Bufton Field was called Claypitts Flat in 1690.172 A clay pit and kiln, 

probably from the 18th century, have been found immediately to the south of the point where 

Pretoria Road becomes a bridle way.173 This may be the kiln ‘in the common fields’ mentioned in a 

deed of 1737.174 A plan of Thomas Paget’s estate in 1775 shows Brickiln Close on the east side of 

Overton Road immediately to the north of the northernmost brook.175 Brick Kiln Yard lay 

immediately to the south-east of that land in 1838, and Brick Kiln Close and Yard lay in the angle 

between Chapel Street and Curzon Street.176 Production was probably only on a very small scale: 

                                                           
167 Leic. Mercury, 13 Jan. 1955. 
168 Ibid., 322-4. 
169 Ibid., 1, 11. 
170 Leic. Merc., 6 Nov 2014 (online at http://www.leicestermercury.co.uk/says-hard-work-pays-couldn-8217-t-

save-county/story-24289430-detail/story.html) (accessed 2 Jun. 2016). 
171 Leics. and Rutl. HER, MLE 9016 (OS: SK 401116); MLE 4561 (OS: SK 406114); J. Lucas, A Romano-

British settlement at Ravenstone, Trans. LAHS, 57 (1981), 104–7. 
172 ROLLR, 1D 41/2/340. 
173 Leics. and Rutl. HER, MLE 20941. 
174 ROLLR, DE 41/1/59 (Abstract of title, 1826). 
175 ROLLR, 109/30/95. 
176 ROLLR, Ti/155/1 (tithe map and award). 

http://www.leicestermercury.co.uk/says-hard-work-pays-couldn-8217-t-save-county/story-24289430-detail/story.html
http://www.leicestermercury.co.uk/says-hard-work-pays-couldn-8217-t-save-county/story-24289430-detail/story.html
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when Ibstock rectory was being rebuilt and extended in 1789, the contract specified bricks from 

Ravenstone, Shackerstone or Snarestone.177  

Larger-scale extraction and brick production followed the sinking of Ibstock and Ellistown 

collieries, but did not immediately put the smaller works out of business. A brick yard containing an 

area of excavated ground stood on the south side of High Street in 1883, but only the depression in 

the ground survived in 1903.178  

Ibstock brick and pipe works 

Many of the Leicestershire collieries had their own brickworks. It was a useful, and 

complementary business: seams of valuable fireclay lay between those of coal, the abundant red 

marls above the coal could also be quarried and turned into bricks, the business provided work and 

sales in the summer months, when demand for coal was at its lowest, and the poorest quality coal 

could be used to fire the clay products.   

The first mention of a brickworks at Ibstock colliery was in 1837, when there was ‘a valuable 

Brick Yard … in full working’ and ‘Beds of excellent Clay, for making Yellow Earthenware and Fire 

Bricks’.179 The business may have been limited in scale in 1850, when the British School was unable 

to build a boundary wall, due to ‘some difficulty in obtaining bricks’.180  

Ibstock Colliery Company entered an agreement in 1854 for Joseph Bradshaw to operate the 

brickyard. He was responsible for from the entire process, from the extraction of the clay to loading 

the finished bricks into wagons. The colliery provided the clay mills, brick and tile moulds, pressing 

machines, tile machines and four kilns. Bradshaw provided all other tools, sand for the moulds and 

                                                           
177 Lincs. Arch., DIOC/MGA/7, estimate, 4 Feb. 1789 
178 OS Map 25”, Leics. XXIII.15 (1883), (1903). 
179 Leic. Chron., 22 Apr. 1837. 
180 TNA, ED 103/36/3. 
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labour, and was paid an agreed sum for every thousand bricks and tiles made, ranging from 11s. for 

common bricks to 40s. for 8-inch quarries.181   

Even in later decades, brick sales remained a small part of the colliery business. A sale of 

‘Surplus Brickyard Stock’ in 1879, which included 236,600 bricks and 106,100 other pieces, may 

indicate a review of the business, or perhaps a means of generating cash in a period when the 

miners were taking industrial action.182 Even with this stock clearance, the brickworks only 

generated sales of £2,991 that year, while coal sales were over £27,000.183 The ‘entire stock’ of over 

1m ‘best common bricks’ and over 55,0000 other pieces was put up for sale in 1884, due to ‘the 

premises having been leased’, but also in a period of financial uncertainty for the company, when it 

appears Whetstone was seeking repayment of the money he left in the business when he sold it.184 

A broad range of clay products was produced in 1888, including facing bricks in three 

colours, copings, quarry-tiles, chimney-pots, roof tiles and a range of sanitary pipes (Figure 5).185 

Investment in this side of the business included the purchase of three new kilns and two new drying 

sheds in c.1892.186 

 

 

Figure 5: Advertisement by Ibstock Colliery Company in 1888, setting out details of their range [image 

removed from web version for copyright reasons] 

 

The profitable brickyard business was continued after the colliery closed in 1929. Its main 

product was then sanitary pipes.187 A report of 1933 found that the company was producing three 

million bricks and five million tiles and pipes annually, but the plant was inefficient. The following 

                                                           
181 ROLLR, DE 41/1/222. 
182 Leic. Jnl, 29 Aug. 1879; Leic. Chron., 28 Sep. 1879. 
183 Cassell, Dig It, 16. 
184 Leic. Jnl, 26 Sep. 1884; London Gaz., 8 Apr. 1884, 1609, 18 Jul. 1884, 3294; above, 00. 
185 Kelly’s Dir. of Leics. and Rutl. (1888), 744 
186 Cassell, Dig It, 19 
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year the company built one of the first tunnel kilns in Britain at the ‘North Works’. Cars loaded with 

bricks passed through the 297-ft. tunnel, which reached 1,040 degrees centigrade in the centre. The 

new plant enabled the company to produce nine million bricks annually. Having made this 

commitment to brick production, the company changed its name in 1935 to Ibstock Brick and Tile 

Company Ltd.188 A 20-chamber kiln was constructed on the ‘South Works’ in 1946, increasing annual 

capacity to 18 million bricks.189 A specialist sales team was recruited in the 1950s, which promoted 

the bricks to architects for their appearance, rather than as a commodity.190 

Bricks tend to be sourced locally, so expansion was by acquisition, assisted by floatation on 

the stock exchange in 1963.191 The pipeworks at Ibstock closed in 1969.192 The corporate history is of 

limited relevance to events in the parish, other than the opportunity it provided to local people for a 

career at the Ibstock head office of an international company, or across different plants, companies 

and overseas subsidiaries.193 The product range was expanded from 1999 following the acquisition 

of the company by Irish materials group CRH, and the CRH concrete products and roof tile business, 

Forticrete, was integrated into the Ibstock Group.194 The company purchased the Ellistown brick 

factory in 1999, consolidating its position and giving Ibstock one-third of the brick capacity of the 

UK.195 The company returned to the stock exchange in its own right in 2015 as Ibstock Plc.196  

In 2017, Ibstock was the UK’s largest manufacturer of clay and concrete building products.197 

A new factory opened on the Ibstock site in 2018, capable of producing 100 million bricks annually, 
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increasing total production on the Ibstock site to 190 million bricks.198 The total workforce on the 

Ibstock and Ellistown sites grew to 340, including head office staff.199 The majority of the bricks 

made in Ibstock are used within an 80-mile radius.200 

It is estimated that on-site clay reserves will be sufficient to 2038.201 The active quarries are 

screened by trees, and non-usable clay is retained for landfill. The exhausted ‘north quarry’ was 

reinstated as pasture for cattle in 2015.202  

Ellistown brick and pipe works 

The sinking of the first shafts at Ellistown colliery in 1873 found ten beds of fireclay with an 

aggregate thickness of 55 ft, including two beds immediately above and below the roaster seam.203 

The fireclay works opened in 1879.204 It was capable of handling 100 tons of fireclay daily, for fire 

bricks, furnace linings, quarry tiles and sanitary pipes. It had three downdraught kilns with a fourth 

nearly complete in 1879, each capable of holding 25,000 bricks or 12 tons of pipes, two oblong kilns 

to hold 30,000 bricks each and an ‘experimental’ kiln with a chimney in the centre, for 4,000 bricks. 

There were three drying sheds.205  

The red marl immediately below the natural ground was suitable for making blue bricks, and 

a second works was established in 1879 for this purpose.206 As blue bricks and sanitary pipes were 

relatively new products, the size of the market for could not be estimated.207 One valuer reported 

that the fireclay works could be increased ‘to any amount … as the amount of clay is so enormous’, 
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and the red marl could yield 96 million bricks per acre. Thin layers of skerries within the red marl 

could also be used to make common bricks.208 A company catalogue issued in the early 20th century 

shows a large product range including moulded and ornamental bricks, cornices, copings, chimney 

pots, glazed sanitary pipes, ridge tiles and finials.209 

The brick and pipe business became a separate entity in 1936, when Ellistown Brick, Pipe & 

Fireclay Works & Estates Ltd was incorporated.210 The business was taken over by Hepworth Iron Co. 

in 1968, and operated as a pipe manufacturer.211 A large brick plant was built between 1986 and 

1988, producing up to 55 million bricks annually.212 The brick business was sold by Hepworth to 

CRH’s Ibstock subsidiary in 1999.213 Permission was granted in 2001 for a purpose-built haulage road 

linking the two sites.214 The pipeworks remained with Hepworth, who sold the pipe-factory to F.P. 

McCann in 2006.215  

Work began in 2014 to restore much of the quarried land.216 Clay continued to be extracted 

from other parts of the site, with planning consent in place until 2042, and reserves estimated to last 

until 2088.217 
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Stone 

Bromsgrove Sandstone crops out around the margins of the coalfield.218 There is no hint of a 

quarry large enough to have provided the amount used to build Ibstock church, but stone from 

Ibstock was taken to Leicester in 1351–2, for work on the North Bridge.219 Three fields were named 

Pit Close in 1838, two towards the southern parish boundary on the former monastic land which had 

become ‘Mr Wilson’s Estate’ in the 18th century, and one in the extreme east of the parish.220 It is 

not known whether these were clay or stone pits. 

Manufacture 

Textile industries 
William Pemberton, who was born in 1798 and served his apprenticeship as a framework 

knitter before going to sea in the revolutionary wars, could remember 150 frames in the village, and 

said the trade was ‘in great prosperity’ when he returned home in 1815.221 Framework-knitters 

probably comprised the majority of the 61 males involved in manufacturing in 1831.222 By then it 

was increasingly difficult to earn a living, due to changes in technology and fashion, and competition 

for employment, but in 1841 framework knitting was still the third most common occupation in 

Ibstock (behind agriculture and mining), employing 38 people.223 Joseph Newbold and Benjamin 

Thirlby were hosiers, who rented frames to the cottagers, supplied the materials and collected the 

finished hose, which were taken to Leicester.224 William Felkin’s 1844 survey of framework knitting 

found that across 27 towns and villages in the East Midlands, the framework knitters of Ibstock 

received the lowest clear weekly earnings per frame (4s. 0d.).225 The 23 male framework knitters still 
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employed in Ibstock that year had begun to work in the industry at ages ranging from seven to 17.226 

Sources vary for the number of frames in the village in 1844, but it was probably between 47 and 59, 

all narrow frames and mostly producing wrought hose, some in cotton and some in worsted, but 

including four frames making gloves, which was higher-paid work.227 By 1851, just nine men and four 

women were described as framework knitters.228 

William and Benjamin Thirlby traded from Ibstock as bobbin-twist lace manufacturers and 

machine makers from 1817 to 1827, with the business then continuing in William’s sole name.229 By 

1841 there were only two lace-makers in the village, and one lace-dealer.230  

Ibstock Knitting Co. Ltd established an elastic web factory on Melbourne Road in c.1929.231 

The business was still trading under that name in 1941, but by 1946 their factory was occupied by 

Clutsom and Kemp Ltd of Coalville.232 They became the largest elastic fabric manufacturer in the 

world, employing c.1,000 workers across a number of sites.233  

Textile Spares was founded in 1948 by five former loom manufacturers who were based in 

the former rectory stables. The business later changed its name to Midland Loom and Batten Co., 

and made shuttles and looms for the narrow-fabrics trade.234   
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Footwear  

There were 14 individual shoemakers in Ibstock in 1841, possibly no more than necessary to 

meet the needs of the people of Ibstock and those from surrounding villages who visited Ibstock’s 

shops.235 By the First World War Ibstock contained a number of very small boot and shoe 

workshops.236 Factories for large-scale footwear production in Leicestershire could be divided into 

‘clicking’ and ‘closing’. Clickers, who were usually male, cut the leather pieces, while women were 

usually employed to sew the pieces together, which was known as closing. There was little work for 

women in the colliery areas, but George Ward, footwear manufacturers of Barwell, opened show 

closing rooms in Ibstock in 1947, in the former National School on High Street. At its peak, this 

factory employed 100 women.237 In the same period, the former town hall was also converted to 

shoe closing rooms.238 Both factories had closed by the 1980s. 

Other manufacturing 

Manufacturing businesses in other sectors have been small, but between 1911 and 1913 

brothers Harry Poynton Carter and R.A. Carter manufactured ‘The Colonial’ motorcycle in the 

village.239  

In the 1970s the parish council was ‘most anxious to attract new industry, and sites with all 

services are available’.240 A small industrial estate was created off Spring Road in 1974.241 About ten 

business occupied the units in 2019, the largest of which was a manufacturer of precision 

engineering tools. 
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Housebuilding 
David Wilson Homes, one of Britain’s largest housebuilders in the opening years of the 21st 

century, developed from the joinery business of Albert Wilson, which turned its focus to 

housebuilding in the 1960s, when Albert’s son David joined the business. Then known as A.H. 

Wilson, the business was building around 150 homes annually in the early 1970s. It became Wilson 

Bowden Properties in 1973 and Wilson Bowden Plc when it was floated on the Stock Exchange in 

1987. The business operated through three separate divisions: David Wilson Homes (housebuilding), 

Wilson Bowden Developments (commercial property development) and Wilson City Living (urban 

housing).242 The company head office was on Leicester Road, Ibstock, and provided local people with 

the opportunity of office work with a major national company, as well as employment for skilled 

tradespeople. 

Through organic growth, David Wilson Homes became one of Britain’s top twenty 

housebuilders by volume in 1988, building 1,372 homes that year,243 and came through the housing 

recession of the early 1990s unscathed.244 By 2000, it had become one of Britain’s ‘top ten’ 

housebuilders by volume, with developments across the country.245 In 2004 it employed, directly or 

indirectly, nearly 6,000 people across the country.246 It also operated a small plant hire company in 

Ibstock, which employed about 40 people in 2007.247 The group was sold to the much larger 

housebuilder Barratt Developments Plc in 2007.248 Fears were voiced at the time that up to 150 local 

jobs would be lost,249 but the parties had agreed that the Barratt head office in Newcastle would be 

transferred to Bardon, three miles from Ibstock.250 Barratt Developments Ltd and its subsidiaries 
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David Wilson Homes Ltd and Wilson Bowden Developments Ltd continued to operate from Bardon 

in 2019.251  

The former David Wilson head office premises was bought back by the Wilson family. It 

became the headquarters of Davidsons Developments Ltd, which began trading as Davidsons Homes 

in 2008.252 David Wilson’s son James was appointed managing director, and the business sold its 

1,000th home in 2015.253 The business had 194 staff in 2017, building on sites across Leicestershire, 

east Warwickshire and south Staffordshire.254 By 2019, the number of employees had grown to 

c.300, partly through the establishment of a regional office in Northamptonshire.255 

Retail and Services 

Retail 
Ibstock was five miles from the very small town of Market Bosworth, and six miles from 

Ashby-de-la-Zouch, and this coupled with the lack of a dominant landowner placed it in a good 

position to perform some of the functions of a small town prior to the growth of Coalville. Elias 

Goadby was described as a mercer in the mid-17th century.256 His shop probably passed to Samuel 

Goadby, whose probate inventory of 1705 included a wide range of goods, many of which were 

imported and rivalled those stocked by any shop in a Leicestershire market town in this period. 

Goadby sold many different types of foodstuffs, including sugar, dried fruits, rice and spices, and 

drinks including brandy. Fabrics included silk, linen, calico and flannel, and he stocked a range of 

haberdashery items and other goods, including gunpowder, toys, pictures and turpentine.257   
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By the nineteenth century, Ibstock was developing the character of a small town in respect 

of its retail offering. The growing population would have created a market, and it is possible that 

Ibstock’s shops and service businesses were also attracting those who lived in neighbouring villages. 

In 1841, Ibstock had three bakers, two butchers, seven ‘grocers and dealers in sundries’, two 

drapers, six milliners and dressmakers and six tailors as well as a wide range of other service 

businesses, including plumbers, builders and carpenters.258  

By 1928 it is difficult to see Ibstock as anything other than a small town. An inhabitant at 

that time later recalled seven butchers, three bakers, four grocers, two general stores, six drapers 

and clothes shops, a milliner, four shoe shops, a saddler, two hardware stores, an electrical store, a 

paint shop, five greengrocers, two newsagents, a shop selling pottery, one selling knitting wool, a 

chemist, a tobacconist, three fish and chip shops and six sweet shops.259 The number had 

substantially reduced by 2019, but it was still possible to buy a range of items on the High Street.   

Twenty businesses were based in Ibstock Business Centre, on High Street, in 2019, including 

a tea shop, hairdressers, second-hand book shop and a media company.  

Bus and coach services 
It was announced in 1913 that ‘trial runs’ of a motor-bus service for Ibstock and district had 

been successful.260 Although no subsequent service has been identified before the First World War, 

Ibstock was well-suited for the early establishment of a bus company. The village had a sizeable 

population, and stood on the edge of a semi-urban area where most employment was on the fringes 

of the towns and villages.  
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William and Albert Brooks of Copson Street and Albert Hipwell of Leicester Road bought and 

converted former army lorries after the First World War and ran services from Ibstock: Brooks to 

local factories, and Hipwell to Coalville.261  

By 1928, four bus operators were based in the village: Albert Hipwell trading as ‘Green Bus 

Service’, Hubert Bircher trading as Victory Buses, G. Rudin and Sons, and Windridge Sons & Riley.262 

The latter business was formed by miner William Windridge, with his four sons Thomas, William, 

Joseph and John, and his son-in-law Joseph Riley. They were based on Melbourne Road and ran a 

service to Leicester, trading as Comfy Coaches.263 The closure of passenger services from Heather 

and Ibstock railway station would have boosted demand for bus services to Coalville and Market 

Bosworth, and by 1933 Harry Fowkes of Chapel Street had also set up a bus business.264   

Midland Red (Birmingham Midland Motor Omnibus Company), whose services included 

some through Ibstock, acquired Bircher’s bus business in 1932, and Fowkes’s business in 1936.265 

Markfield bus proprietor Lawrence Brown acquired Hipwell’s garage on Leicester Road, 11 vehicles 

and all services in 1946.266 Brown also purchased Rudin’s six vehicles in their maroon and brown 

livery in 1954, taking over their services, but not their garage premises on Melbourne Road.267 

Brown incorporated the business that year as Browns Blue Coaches Ltd, with depots in Markfield 

and Ibstock.268 It became an important local provider, running ‘stage’ services and holding several 

school and works contracts.269 

The Bircher family, who had turned to haulage in 1932 after selling their bus business, 

returned to buses in 1948, taking over the Windridge, Sons and Riley business and changing the 
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operating name to ‘Victory’.270 They ran seven single-deckers and a double-decker in 1956 from a 

depot in Melbourne Road.271 Lawrence Brown purchased the business in 1956, agreeing to operate it 

as a separate business under the Victory name for two years.272 The fleet was reduced to six vehicles 

and absorbed into Browns Blue in 1958.273  

Passenger numbers fell from the 1950s, as car ownership increased. Windridge, Sons and 

Riley and the residual Bircher Bros. company both closed in 1962.274 Browns Blue, with a fleet of 50 

vehicles and depots at Ibstock and Markfield, was acquired by Midland Red in 1963.275 They closed 

the Ibstock depot in 1968.276 A new company, Reliant Coaches Ltd, was set up in 1963 by three 

former Browns employees. They were based in the former Windridge premises on Melbourne 

Road.277 The business was sold to new management in 1998; it closed in 2007.278 
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