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The Coming of Freehold Tenure
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The Parish of Charley sits across the top of the Forest of Charnwood.
Driving and walking around it reveals a neatly ordered landscape with its
full share of boundary structures delineating fields, woods and often very
straight roads. There is the occasional habitation that either once or still
flourishes as a farm, making good use of those ordered fields. But it was
not always like this. Prior to the beginning of the 19th century it was mostly
an unkempt wilderness. Gorse was the predominant plant and the hunting
of wild game was an activity much enjoyed by the Lords of the surrounding
manors. Technically, the wilderness was not generally owned by anybody,
though those manorial lords clearly felt they had rights over it. But those
rights did not allow for development of perhaps farm-type operations that
would yield food and monetary profits. At the very beginning of the 1800s
those manorial lords took a long look at that wilderness and hatched a plan
to change things. And in 2015 the Leicester University’s Roots Inclosure
Project borrowed one of Charley’s own, Terry Sheppard, to help with
transcribing the Act of Parliament that emerged from those plans.

The modern ordered landscape from Lubcloud, 2016
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This landscape had a variety of uses in 1800. The neighbouring Manorial Lords used
it as a sort of horse riding playground, leading into the more serious business of
hunting. Ordinary local folk who lived in the surrounding settlements took advantage
of the adjoining open space to rough graze their collection of animals. Other drover
folk from the south midlands used the grazing opportunities as a temporary stopover
when driving their cattle to northern pastures and markets.

In 1805 the six Lords of the Charnwood Manors began calling meetings at an Inn
in Loughborough to test public opinion on the possible Inclosure of the wastes of
Charnwood Forest.  The project suggested 18,000 acres could be converted into new
freehold holdings, shared out among all those who might have legitimate claims as
existing users of the land. On 29th August 1807 formal notice of the intention to place
an Inclosure Bill before Parliament was pinned up on the doors of Churches and
other public places in the surrounding settlements. The Bill received its first reading
in the Commons on 19 Feb 1808, and the royal assent was given on 18 June 1808.
 Inclosure Commissioners were appointed, and given the task of inviting claims,
then making allotments proportionate to the rights of Lords, Tithe Holders,
Commoners, as well as the needs for roads and quarries. The Charnwood
Commissioners had one additional matter to deal with, the provision of land for
chapels. A clause to this effect had been inserted into the Act after a campaign by a
formidable pairing of Rothley’s Lord, Thomas Babington, and George Pretyman,
Bishop of Lincoln. The measure eventually resulted in the building of three chapels,
The Oaks, St Paul’s Woodhouse Eaves, and St Peter’s Copt Oak.
 The 18,000 acres was a gross overstatement. New freehold ownerships were created
amounting to the much smaller level of 11,000 acres.

The Official Notice setting up the
Enclosure process  that was
pinned up at all the usual display
points all over the surrounding
settlements. Concurrently the
necessary Bill was being worked
up in Parliament to put the
Inclosure into effect.
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After June 1808 the appointed Enclosure Commissioners got down to the business of
creating the new freehold landscape of Charnwood Forest. Before making any awards,
they first had to make provision for working capital to fund their operations. The
mechanism available to them was to parcel up some stretches of the forest and put
lots up for sale. Three such groups of sales were made, and a total of 2,556 acres moved
into freehold ownership. When it came to the making of awards, the Commissioners
had to be aware of four special types of claimant, before the general claim of
Commonage Rights. 29 acres were set aside for Quarrying and for the Charnwood
Forest Canal. During the progress of the Bill there had been the campaign by Rothley’s
Thomas Babington and the Lord Bishop of Lincoln to have land set aside for chapels
so that future inhabitants of the newly peopled Forest would not be spiritually
destitute. The Act required the Commissioners to award 285 acres to the Lords for
this purpose. Apart from such lands being actual sites for chapels, they were to be
leased out to accrue funds for the construction and endowment of the chapels.
 By right of Lordship, the manorial lords were to be allowed compensation for their
change of status. 505 acres were awarded in this way to Hastings, Herrick, Phillips
and Stamford. The local Anglican clergy also came in for awards of 1,261 acres as their
Tithe income. The balance of 6,000 acres was used to settle the multitude of
Commonage claims.
 The three big purchasers were the Pares Leicester Banking family from Ockbrook,
Derbyshire, with 704 acres in the Ulvescroft area, Thomas Gisborne, who laid out
Gisborne’s Gorse in 766 acres in the centre of the Forest, and Thomas Babington with
363 acres on the eastern, Sheepshead, side of the Forest. Babington created two farms
on his spread, Longcliffe and Lubcloud. The Commissioner’s map of the lots sold to
Babington appears on the next page. Gisborne was Babington’s chum at Cambridge
University, with the close fellowship of William Wilberforce at the same time. Gisborne
was Lord of the Manor of Yoxall in Staffordshire, marrying Babington’s sister Mary.
On his spread of Gisborne’s Gorse he built a country house, Charnwood Lodge.

Charnwood Lodge, set in the middle of Gisborne’s Gorse, now demolished.
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Plan of the Lots bought by Thomas Babington from the Enclosure Commissioners in the Third Sale, 1810.
Longcliffe Lodge was built on Lot 25, and Lub Cloud Farm on Lot 22. Herrick MSS LLLRO DG9 2043/1
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William Fenton was awarded 342 acres under the Commonage & Exchange head.
The story goes he was in the area interested in extracting coal from the forest but was
disappointed in that the underlying geology was granite, not coal. Instead Fenton set
about taming the landscape for agricultural tenants by creating Drybrook, One Barrow
and Spring Barrow Farms.  Drybrook, of course, in 2021 is tenanted by Heritage
Group Member Roger Cooke, with ownership currently under the wing of the De
Lisle, Garendon stable.
 The awards ranged in size right down to those below one acre. 24 people held
more that 100 acres, while 494 people had spreads less than or equal to 10 acres.
There were 248 holdings of less than one acre. One of the 24 maps produced by the
Commissioners is reproduced below. This shows many examples of how some of the
smaller awards were laid out to allow for development close to roads.
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The finished Award with hundreds of entries was entered onto sheets of vellum almost
a yard square.  When bound together the pile is several inches thick. That pile also
includes maps prepared by the Surveyors to the Commissioners. Because of the large
area to be covered, a total of 22 sectional maps were prepared to cover the Award.
Fortunately, for transcription, work could proceed from digital scans of these sheets.
 When looking at these maps it is striking to note that most of the roads follow quite
straight lines across the landscape. This shows the work of the surveyors to the
Inclosure Commissioners in presenting for approval road layouts drawn with their
straight edges.

The Oaks Church, opened in June 1815, seven
years into the operation of the Inclosure process.
Rather than wait for the leased-out provided land
to created enough funds, Stamford gave a plot on
his spread for a Chapel to be launched. Babington
organised a funding campaign and it fell to Dr.
Parkinson, Archdeacon of Leicester, to organise
the whole design and build process.
 The two other Churches, were built to a joint
design crafted by Railton and which opened on
consecutive days in 1837.

Longcliffe Lodge
Farm, built by
Thomas Babington
on part of the land
bought in the third
sale from the
Commissioners.

 Summary of Allotments Acres.Rods.Perches
Sold  2,556.1.22
Quarries  34.3.05
Lords  569.3.25
Tithe Holders  1,266.3.06
Commonage Freehold  5,986.3.31
Commonage Copyhold  26.2.08
Total Allotted  10,726.3.31

Plus:412 acres on Rothley Plain

Purchasers & Lords % of the Total Awards
Thomas Pares  9.6
Thomas Gisborne  9.4
Earl of Stamford  8.7
Thomas March Phillips  7.4
Thomas Babington  6.0
William Herrick  4.5
Beaumont  2.8
Hastings, Earl of Moira  2.5
Edward Dawson  1.7


