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5.1 Introduction 
 
5.1.1 Settlement was examined in some detail for the Leicestershire, 
Leicester and Rutland HLC Project.  Several OS map revisions were available 
which provided an opportunity to chart the expansion and changing nature of 
settlement within the study area since the mid 1880s and the publication of 
the OS 1st edition maps.  The use of several OS map revisions provides 
particular benefits for HLC since it is generally within an urban context that 
there has been the greatest level of change over the past 100 years or so.  
The methodology employed allows HLC to chart not only the expansion and 
redevelopment of the urban environment but also, in a limited form, to 
characterise by settlement type.  Within the Settlement Broad Type the HLC 
Types are split up not only according to the date at which they first appear on 
the map but also according to whether a block of settlement consists of 
detached, semi-detached or terraced housing except where settlement first 
appears on the most recent OS mapping; in this case the term Post 1970s 
Residential Development is used to cover all settlement.  Where settlement is 
marked on the 1st edition OS, unless recorded as a Farm Complex or Country 
House, it is usually characterised as Historic Settlement Core, the exceptions 
to this being where settlement appearing on the 1st edition OS is either too 
fragmented for an historic core to be identified or because the street pattern 
and planned layout suggests a probable 19th century date. 
 
5.1.2 For the purposes of HLC use of the term “Historic Settlement Core” 
identifies those areas of a town or village extant when the 1st edition OS was 
published and which in the current landscape retains a significant degree of 
integrity.  Historic Settlement Core, in this instance, is not intended refer 
directly to the medieval extent of an urban area, although there will be some 
correlation between an HLC identified Historic Settlement Core and the 
medieval settlement, as identified through archaeological and/or historical 
research.  The Historic Settlement Core identified through HLC will normally 
represent the oldest surviving areas of a town or village and many will 
coincide with conservation areas.  Areas identified as Historic Settlement 
Core can, in some cases, identify areas that may be considered as new 
conservation areas or assist in the redrawing of the boundaries of existing 
ones. 
 
5.1.3 The HLC mapping of settlement following the publication of the 1st 
edition OS charts the expansion of urban areas through the course of the 20th 
and into the beginning of the 21st centuries.  The mapping illustrates the fact 
that the bulk of settlement expansion is focused upon Leicester and the 
western side of Leicestershire.  This expansion is closely linked to industrial 
and commercial developments and also to the coal mining and other 
extractive industries. 
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5.2 Historic Settlement Cores 
 
13.2.1 In 2000 English Heritage published An Atlas of Rural Settlement in 
England (Roberts and Wrathmell).  This atlas provides, on a national scale, a 
mapped definition of rural settlement patterns and illustrates the wide regional 
variation indicative of a diverse physical, social, economic and political history. 
 
5.2.2 The area covered by the LLR HLC falls within what is defined by 
Roberts and Wrathmell as the ‘Central Province’.  This zone is characterised 
as an area containing large concentrations of nucleated settlements which 
were formerly supported by communally organised fields.  Typically these 
fields would have been open, lacking permanent boundaries, with cultivation 
and associated grazing practices usually subject to a regime of common 
control.  Land would, in most cases, be highly subdivided, often into narrow 
strips called lands which would be grouped into two or three larger areas 
called fields which would be under a communal system of crop rotation.  The 
term ‘townfield’ is used by Roberts and Wrathmell to as a shorthand term to 
refer to this combination of settlement and field elements.  Roberts and 
Wrathmell divide the provinces into sub-provinces which across Leicestershire 
and Rutland are the ‘Trent Vallley’, the Inner Midlands’ and the ‘East 
Midlands’. 
 
5.2.3 The ‘Trent Valley’ which lies along the northern and western fringe of 
Leicestershire is dominated by the River Trent.  Settlements within this sub-
province are characterised as nucleated with particularly low densities of 
dispersion.  This settlement pattern together with the former system of 
communally organised fields, outlined above, reflects the dominance of the 
‘townfield’ system across the sub-province. 
 
5.2.4 The ‘Inner Midlands’ sub-province takes in much of western 
Leicestershire, including Charnwood Forest in the north and Hinckley and 
Lutterworth to the south.  Topographically the ‘Inner Midlands’ is described as 
scarp and vale with a broad succession of clay vale, limestone ridge and clay 
vale.  Nucleated settlements are dominant.  The low levels of dispersion are 
accounted for, in part at least, by the establishment of farmsteads out of the 
villages following enclosure. 
 
5.2.5 Much of eastern Leicestershire and Rutland falls within the ‘East 
Midlands’ sub-province.  The topography here is predominantly scarp and 
vale with limestone ridges interlaced with the watersheds of the Wreake and 
Welland rivers.  Settlement is dominated by villages and hamlets and again 
the dispersion of settlement is characterised as low. 
 
5.2.6 Settlement patterns across a large part of the East Midlands have also 
been examined recently and at a finer level of detail by Lewis, Mitchell-Fox 
and Dyer (1997).  This study focused upon the counties of Buckinghamshire, 
Bedfordshire, Northamptonshire, Leicestershire and Rutland and the Soke of 
Peterborough, during the course of which a classification of different 
settlement types was devised.  The five settlement types described by Lewis 
et al are as follows: 
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1. Nucleated clusters: these are agglomerated settlements where more than five 

dwellings or farmsteads are grouped together at a single point in a compact 
grid, radial or cluster plan.  Sometimes around a green, market place or other 
focus (Fig. 156). 

2. Nucleated regular streets or rows:  these are linear settlements which are 
arranged contiguously along a straight street or green with boundaries which 
lie at right angles to the street.  The plots are usually all of equal length, and 
often of equal width (Fig. 157). 

3. Interrupted or irregular rows: these are dispersed settlements where tofts are 
strung out along lanes, usually separated from neighbours by small arable or 
pasture fields and are often winding for a kilometre or more (Fig. 158). 

4. Common-edge settlements: these forms of dispersed settlements are similar 
to the previous group but here the tofts are perched on the edges of tracts of 
common or heath land, often close to the margins of parishes or townships. 

5. Small farmstead clusters: these include single farms and clusters of less than 
five tofts (Fig. 159). 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5.2.7 Lewis et al describe the settlement pattern of Leicestershire and 
Rutland as being one of predominantly nucleated settlements.  This is 
particularly so towards the eastern side of the HLC project area with many of 
the townships across the Vale of Belvoir, the Wolds, High Leicestershire and 
Rutland containing a single settlement that is typically compact with a regular 

Figure 156. A nucleated cluster 
Barkestone-le-Vale, Melton, 1884 

Figure 157. A nucleated Regular row, Long 
Whatton, North West Leicestershire, 1884 

Figure 158. An Interrupted row, 
Coleorton, North West 
Leicestershire, 1884 

Figure 159. Isolated farmstead in Sheepy, 
Hinckley & Bosworth, 1884 



232

Leicestershire, Leicester and Rutland Historic Landscape CharacterisationLeicestershire, Leicester and Rutland Historic Landscape Characterisation 
______________________________________________________________ 

 

plan suggesting a medieval origin.  Other than characterising individual farm 
complexes settlement types were not categorised according to pattern or 
form.  However, should it be considered necessary at some point in the future 
it would be entirely feasible to revisit the data and attribute type definitions to 
each of the Historic Settlement Cores.  Figure 160 shows the distribution of 
Historic Settlement Cores across the project area set against a background of 
the modern civil parish boundaries.  This confirms the observation, particularly 
on the eastern side of the project area, that settlement is dominated by 
nucleated clusters.  Many of the parishes that have boundaries largely 
unaffected by local government boundary reforms at the end of the 19th 
century remain as administrative units with single settlements that are in most 
cases centrally located. 
 
5.2.8 Although much of the settlement in western Leicestershire is also 
nucleated there is a greater variety of types evident here including a 
significant number of dispersed settlements which, Lewis et al, claim is not 
attributable exclusively to the piecemeal development of the modern coal 
industry. 
 
5.2.9 The area around Coleorton Moor, west of Charnwood Forest, contains 
a landscape of dispersed settlement unlike anywhere else within the project 
area.  Here the pattern is one of a complex polyfocal settlement which 
includes Newbold, Outwoods, Coleorton, Swannington, Peggs Green, 
Griffydam and Whitwick.  The primary explanation for the development of this 
landscape has been attributed to the extensive outcrop of coal measures 
which spans the area from Coleorton Moor and Swannington Common in the 
south to the commons of Gelsmoor and Newbold in the north (Bowman, 
2004).  There is record of coal prospecting in Swannington in 1204 with the 
waste being regarded as providing a legitimate resource for fuel; however the 
place-name evidence would seem to suggest that much of the settlement 
here has post-medieval origins and this observation was made by Nichols in 
1804. 
 

The inhabitants, who are very numerous, are chiefly employed in getting coals.  
Most of them have a decent house, built either by their parents or themselves; 
with a garden to each, from an acre to an acre and a half, taken out of the 
common; paying 20s. an acre for the land, and a small acknowledgement for the 
house, to the lords of the soil. 

 
The earlier medieval settlement pattern in this area was, in all probability, one 
of single farmsteads abutting or encroaching onto common pasture (Lewis et 
al). 
 
5.2.10 Up until its enclosure in the 19th century Charnwood Forest was the 
largest area of remaining waste in Leicestershire during the medieval period.  
This was a sparsely populated part of the county, and its rugged terrain and 
poor soils provided a considerable obstacle to any form of, particularly arable, 
agricultural improvement.  The poor quality of the land, coupled with the fact 
that this was an area under the control of a handful of lords who exploited 
Charnwood as a private hunting forest and placed restrictions on permanent 
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settlement, accounts for the relative absence of characterised Historic 
Settlement Core here. 
 
5.2.11 Throughout the medieval period and up until the 18th century, outside 
of Leicester itself, it is the eastern part of the HLC project area which is the 
most densely populated.  The western half of Leicestershire lying, for the most 
part, on mudstones and sandstone, coal measures or igneous outcrops had 
an estimated population at the time of Domesday of between 18 and 35 
people per square mile with a number of parishes estimated at less than 17 
people per square mile.  On the western side only the area covered by the 
modern civil parish of Twycross, on the Warwickshire-Leicestershire border, 
had estimated population figures as high as 54-71 people per square mile. 
 
5.2.12 In Leicestershire and Rutland east of the River Soar the geology 
comprises Jurassic clays, ironstones and limestones producing soils which 
although largely clays are less acidic and more variable in character than 
those in the west.  Those soils in the east which are harder to work have 
traditionally been largely under pasture whilst the limestones and ironstones 
underlie lighter, more loamy soils better suited to arable farming.  It is this 
geological division between east and west that has had a significant influence 
upon the distribution of population densities.  Across much of Rutland and 
eastern Leicestershire population densities at the time of Domesday have 
been estimated at between 36 and 53 people with figures of 54-71 not 
uncommon, particularly in the eastern part of Rutland, and some parishes 
supporting over 72 people per square mile (Lewis et al, p 136). 
 
5.2.13 As mentioned above the rural settlement pattern across the study 
area may be characterised, with a few notable exceptions, as consisting of 
nucleated Historic Settlement Cores.  These nucleated settlements should be 
viewed within the context of the dominant agricultural regime and were 
typically laid out during medieval period.  This is an area in which the agrarian 
economy was dominated by the Midland field system which saw a community 
of agricultural workers holding intermixed strips of arable land.  Adjacent strips 
were grouped into blocks known as furlongs which were themselves grouped 
into large areas called fields.  The fields occupied most of the available land 
and would be cultivated on a two or three year rotation.  This was a system 
which relied on the population working collectively and is likely to have had a 
crucial influence upon the form and development of a settlement.  Both the 
land and the villages were being laid out between 850 and 1200 with the 
available agricultural resource forming an expanse of arable.  Small, 
dispersed settlements scattered across the landscape would, in all probability, 
have formed an obstruction and consequently inhabitants may have 
collectively taken the decision, or have been forced, to move to a central 
place. 
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Figure 236. The Distribution of All Settlement Across the National Forest in Leicestershire 
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