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Historical notes: 
 
Maps show West Street had been laid out by 1828 and that there were a couple of houses 
opposite the site of 13 West Street, which hadn’t yet been built. Most of the buildings in the 
area went up from the 1830s onwards. Lancaster Road was called Cavalry Street or Road in 
1828 and then Occupation Road, but not Brick Kiln Lane, as Miss Kirby says, although there 
were brick yards all along it. The Bricklayers Arms pub still exists on Welford Road and 
testifies to the brick yards and house building from the 1820s onwards.   
 
 
*** 
 
Mr Nord: This is Miss Bertha Kirby of 13 West Street, Leicester, talking to JFL Nord, Keeper 
of Antiquities, on the 25th August 1964. Miss Kirby, you haven’t always lived in West Street 
have you? 
 
Miss Kirby: No, I was born in the Market Place almost 75 years ago. But when I was 12, 
mother moved back again into this house, it was hers. She was born almost opposite, in the 
little cottages, 110 years ago. Mother was six when she moved here. At that time there were 
no other houses lower down West Street or in Tower Street or Newtown Street, it was just 
one big orchard and garden belonging to this little house. The house is about 140 years old. 
 
Grandpa Roper made many alterations. He extended the back bedroom taking in part of the 
garden and built a kitchen beyond that already there, and a bathroom overhead. This was 
the very first indoor lavatory or bathroom in this neighbourhood. In fact, there are still many 
houses, particularly in Lancaster Road area, where there is no bathroom or indoor toilet; it 
was added to number 15 next door only four years ago. 
 
In the days when mother lived here, first of all, Lancaster Road was known as Brick Kiln 
Lane and she often spoke of the men making the bricks and laying them out to dry along 
Lancaster Road. 
 
That was on the site of the present fire station was it? 
 
Yes, that of course is built on piles. But it extended right up the road to Victoria Road as it 
was, now University Road, and when mother was a little girl she watched the laying of the 
foundation stone of Victoria Road church - that was simply on the site of a field, and she also 
saw the removal of the last tollgate from the end of Evington Road. 
 
Good gracious! 
 
For many, many years, from then onwards, the Recreation Ground always had on it a flock 
of sheep feeding. 
 
When you say the Recreation Ground, where is that today? 
 
It's still there at the bottom of Lancaster Road. 



 
Oh yes, I know, the triangular piece of ground, yes. 
 
In fact, mother always used to send her maid with a basket and spoon to pick up the 
droppings because they were so good for the garden. And when we came to live here, our 
greatest horror and annoyance always occurred on a Wednesday, cattle market day, 
because the cows and sheep and pigs were all driven through the streets and they came up 
Waterloo Street and down Newtown or West Street to go to the Welford Road cattle market, 
all driven by perhaps one man and then a number of boys. Each boy had a big stick and 
shouted at the animals and hit them or stood with their arms out to prevent them going down 
a wrong turning. To us it was very terrifying to have to walk amid these poor cows as we 
went to school. We didn’t enjoy it a bit. 
 
And then, in Dover Street, there was also a slaughterhouse opposite to Dover Street chapel 
and when the animals have been sold at the cattle market they were driven by the same 
small boys - who got a penny a cow for doing it - back again to the slaughterhouse and 
turned down Wellington Street to get to it. 
 
Dover Street Chapel was a dear old place, a churchyard lies behind. 
 
That’s still there now isn’t it?  
 
Yes, and it was very difficult when they came to sell it because it could only be used for 
something educational or of advantage to the people, seeing as it had been holy ground, 
with a church. We loved going to Dover Street, the Reverend William Evans was the minister 
and he was a dear old gentleman. We used to be able to sit up in the gallery with our nurse. 
Incidentally, there was an old man from the Workhouse who always went on a Sunday 
morning and he too sat in the gallery, and he always had with him a little packet of 
peppermints, and when the long sermon came we were the happy recipients of a 
peppermint. But Mr Evans was a wonderful man and I remember today many of the sermons 
that he taught, he gave a children's sermon to begin with. Mother and father went to Victoria 
Road church, which was very grand; if we went there we had to sit still. 
 
When mother was married she moved into 52 Market Place, or Cheapside as that section 
was called in those days and lived there until the time of father's death. 
 
And what is that now Miss West? 
 
Today, in that old house, the top part is let to the Regency Cafe, but downstairs is 
Sketchleys. The whole thing has been completely altered since our day. Father was a 
jeweller and in those days the shutters were put up every night to the shop and then taken 
down in the morning and carried round to our back entry, which was number four Cank 
Street, that is still there but used by the cafe people. 
 
And behind our house part there were two workshops, but these seemed to be interlocked 
with other property because you had to pass on our kitchen through an open space to get 
into the scullery, and the workshops were beyond this, down the passage. The lower one 
was used by a watchmaker and the other one by the clockmaker, dear old Joe; he was such 
a joy to us as children. 
 
This was all part of your father's business? 
 



Yes, all part of father’s business. Father was responsible for every clock, every public clock 
in Leicester, for many, many years. The Clock Tower, the cattle market, the Welford Road 
cemetery, the Infirmary, the jail... 
 
The Town Hall, I suppose too... 
 
On one occasion Joe took us up to allow us to see him wind the clock... 
 
That must have been quite exciting for you. 
 
It was an exciting experience! The ordinary time has to be wound every day, but the chimes 
and strike is only once a week, and it was a giant wheel that had to go right round, turning 
an old-fashioned bangle (?) and it took quite a long time each day to do this. There was a 
wonderful view from the tower in those days. But old Joe used to do this, he and father did it 
together with all these old clocks. 
 
Now the market, our old home, had cellars which to us, as children, were rather terrifying. 
There were five cellars and only one came to the front of the house; two cellars at the back 
were in complete darkness, they had no openings whatever. In one of these cellars there 
was brickwork which came out in the form of a square and was very high and father told us 
that that had been an old bit (?) bin where people of old had stored their rubbish, then it 
would either be burnt or cleared out. I never saw any - it was too high - and from there it led 
down five steps into the coal cellar. All these cellars were arched and in one of them there 
were huge beans across the ceiling and on it were old meat hooks indicating that somehow 
or rather it has been a butcher's shop, and that have been the street level, so our cellar floor 
had been the street level. 
 
Yes, the Market Place street must have risen considerably in the course of time, yes. 
 
Of course, in those days there were all the old cobbles and I remember the Market Place 
being repaved to its present compact, neat little setts that are there at present. Not far from 
us there were two shops, one where they sold gentlemen's hats and shirts and ties, kept by 
a Mr Baines. Next door to that was a little shop where they sold silks and embroidered 
things, that was kept by Mrs Kidney. Those two houses were pulled down, and shops, and 
built in their place was a very tall drapers - I say very tall, that was those standards - but it 
was the tallest building in Leicester. 
 
[Note – Mrs Lucy Kidney traded as RW Walker at 22 Market Place. The business is listed in 
1899 as an ‘art needlework repository’ and as a ‘Berlin wool repository’ in a 1906 directory. 
In 1899, Mr Baines may have been at Spokes & Edwards, drapers at 24 Market Place] 
 
What is it now? 
 
At present they are making it into an arcade under the cinema. That was the spot where Mr 
Baines and Mrs Kidneys’ shops stood. But as this was the tallest place in Leicester, and the 
assistants lived in, the fire brigade used frequently to come and practice there. And we 
watched them run up long tubes, right up to the top windows, and every girl had to come out 
of the window and step into this tube, and slide down, and be caught in the street, and then 
some had to be carried down the escapes. And, of course, the fire engine in those days was 
drawn by horses… 
 
A steam fire engine, I suppose? 
 



Yes, and to hear those horse's hooves rattle over that cobbled Market Place, and the bell 
ringing, was a real thrill and we used to go out and watch this. Well, one day father took us 
to see the fire engine in their home in Halford Street, and at the back was a stables where 
the horses were kept. Well, when the horses were put in their stables, if they were not on 
duty all the harness was taken off, but the next horses that would be on duty wore their 
collars and the stable door was never fastened. The moment an alarm came the stable 
doors opened and the horses walked out and backed themselves, one on either side of the 
shafts [...] we saw them do it, they got themselves ready, they had only then to be hitched 
onto the fire engine, and in the meantime the firemen were trying to stoke up the fire to get it 
ready to come and experiment in the Market Place. 
 
It was very interesting to see the horses. Now, all the horses in the old days wore hats or 
straw bonnets, every horse. And it was quite funny to watch them on May Day because they 
used to have big processions, and the fire horses and the railway horses, oh how their tails 
and manes were decorated, and they still wore their hats. 
 
With the holes on either side for the ears to go through? 
 
Yes, and in August you never saw a dog out without a muzzle. No dog was allowed in the 
streets unless it was muzzled. They were the dog days, the heat. And we used to watch 
these, and opposite to the Market Place - home - Mr Sam Hames used to draw up his big 
charabancs to take people to Bradgate. They were usually drawn by at least three, usually 
four, horses, and the people used to climb up and get into these - if you could have a front 
seat it was very special - and these used to drive off at a tremendous clatter and go as far as 
Anstey where the horses were changed. From there they drove on to Newtown Linford and 
made their way back in the same way at a certain hour. It was great fun, from our nursery 
windows, to watch this happening. 
 
There was a wonderful supply of water in the Market Place, a little distance away from 
where Victoria Parade now stands, and mother used to tell us that one winter when the 
canal was frozen over, and the River Soar was frozen over, all water supplies were frozen 
except this in the Market Place, and that never stopped, winter or summer, there was a 
perfect supply and people came from far and near with their buckets and jugs to fill up, 
particularly in this frosty weather. 
 
While we're still in the Market Place, Miss Kirby, and as we don't have a lot of tape left I 
wonder if you could tell me again the little ghost story which you mentioned the last time we 
met? 
 
Our house was haunted, 52 Market Place. We had no idea who the ghost was, but we knew 
that somebody had been murdered next door at Chapman's the butchers, which is where the 
chemist shop now stands. Well, footsteps every night were heard to come up the stairs, they 
never came down. It was always up and they seemed to ascend from the Market Place to 
the top of the house. 
 
From the cellar? 
 
From the cellar. And father, every night, went armed with a truncheon and a pistol and a 
candle, searching every room from bottom to top of the house, and we were all locked in our 
bedrooms. He slept just near to the shop. Whatever this ghost was it never interfered with 
us, it never did any harm, but unusual happenings did occur. All father’s glass stems and 
counters in the shop were covered over with white dust sheets. On several occasions these 
dust sheets, during the night, were taken off, folded neatly, and laid in a pile on the shop 
floor. 



 
And this was apparently without human agency? 
 
Exactly, well, most definitely it was. No other man slept in the house. Father didn't want a 
ghost to come and take off his own things. And in his bedroom, on one occasion, one of his 
dressing table drawers was filled with water and in it his cuffs and collars were floating, so 
the house was haunted but it never hurt us. 
 
Did you ever discover anything that put an end to this haunting? 
 
No, I don’t know whether the unhappy spirit is still there, or what it was. When we left we 
heard no more of it, I never have heard. I don't know that people have slept there in the 
house since. They certainly don’t at the present time, but we’ve never heard any more.  
 
Now, of course, all the stores in the market were taken down every Wednesday night, every 
Saturday night, and the Market Place was a completely beautiful open expanse, a wonderful 
thing really for the centre of the town in those days. And the stalls were put up again when 
needed, and oil lamps and flares hung up the sides, and when we were privileged to have 
gas, they used to have little tiny v-shaped burners on the side, of the gas, no covers at all in 
those days. I remember the last cheese market that was held, it was in front of Folwell’s and 
reached from end to end of the market. Great big huge circular cheeses about 12 inches 
deep, lay on straw on the market and old ladies sat either on a little stool they had brought 
with them, or on straw, on the market in a row, and they all had with them baskets, large 
basket of eggs and poultry, both ducks and fowls. 
 
Can you remember what year that was? 
 
No I can't. 
 
Would it be before the first War or after? 
 
Oh yes, long before… before the Boer War. 
 
As long ago as that, I thought it continued a bit later than that. 
 
[Note: photos of the last cheese market are dated as 1903] 
 
No, no, it was before the Boer War. And talking of the Boer War, the soldiers, red-coated 
soldiers, always drilled and marched in the Market Place on a Sunday morning. We used to 
stand behind the bars at our nursery windows, mother holding our petticoats, and watch 
these soldiers. Well, when the Boer War came, we were taken into Market Street to a Mrs 
Brightland’s. She had a large ladies clothing business there. The shop windows were 
emptied and we sat on chairs in the window and watched all the red-coated soldiers march 
through the town on their way to South Africa. They were in ranks of fours, some were 
mounted - and guns - most of the soldiers were on foot. Well now, when the Boer War was 
over, again we went to that same shop in Market Street and what men, and what horses, 
were left were again paraded. There were whole rows with not a man in it, a horse without a 
rider, a horse, a soldier but no horse, and these gaps were exposed all the way along. Well, 
I can't find anybody else who saw that. Even the daughters of Mrs Brightland have no 
recollection of it, they were probably abroad - they went abroad a great deal at the time - but 
we certainly saw it on the first and the second occasion. But the second time when the men 
came back they wore khaki, there were no more red coats. 
 



[Note – JW Brightland had a drapers and dressmaking business at 5 Market Street in 1899 
and 15 Market Street in 1906] 
 
It was the end of an era. 
 
It was and we happened to see it. When the fairs came in Humberstone Gate it was rather a 
nightmare for father. All the shutters of the shop had to be kept up all the time, there was so 
much pillaging. And then, of course, there were still the horse trams in those days. I 
remember when we went up to school, the third horse was hooked on at the station. Two 
horses drew the tram from the clock tower to the station and then a third horse was hooked 
on and took us up as far as the Victoria Park gates - it was still the race course in those days 
- and then the boy with his horse would come back and then hook onto the next tram and 
take us up. 
 
In the Market Place it was the most interesting thing at Easter to hear the boys come round 
at about half past five in the morning saying, ‘Hot cross buns, one a penny two a penny, hot 
cross buns’, but we used to buy most delicious little buns, very, very slightly smaller than our 
present four penny tea cakes, for only a farthing. We loved those little farthing buns - that 
was the price of things in those days. Also, a German band used to come and play in the 
Market Place, they all stood in the gutter and faced the people on the pavement, and I 
remember seeing a performing bear dance about in the Market Place. 
 
I thought they finished in the middle ages? 
 
We saw it, it must have been a strange one, suddenly arrived. I remember seeing that 
perfectly well. So, it was a very interesting time. Queen Victoria, I saw both her jubilees, we 
went out on the men's shoulders and watched the decorations, there were little night (?) 
lights in different circles to make everyone look bright and cheery 
 
You must have been very young then at the time of the jubilee? 
 
I was. And then, when Queen Victoria died, we went into the most heavy mourning. Mother 
bought black for us, we had black hats, everything was black, and it wasn't until some 
months after that we were allowed to put in a little mauve scarf, or a little bit of white 
anywhere, and gradually the black was released. Father had died just before and at the time 
of his illness all the road was strewn with fibre and straw to quieten the horses’ feet as they 
went by, and the traffic. And as for the first time the electric trams ran, it was like Fairyland to 
see them, I believe it was 1905, as far as I remember, and we watched those, and when we 
had electricity in the house, of course, it was amazing. It wasn't put into this house until 
some twenty or thirty years later. It was quite an epoch. 
 
Well, now that's as far as I can tell you, unless you want me to speak about Miss Horobins? 
 
I wonder, as we’ve only got a few moments left on this tape, Miss Kirby, if there were any 
particularly memorable events in Leicester which come to your mind, which stick in your 
mind? 
 
Memorable events? I can't recall anything. 
 
Visits perhaps of famous people or something like that? 
 
We used to hear a lot about the Prince and Princess of Wales, that was King Edward VII and 
Queen Alexandra… 
 



Opening Abbey Park, for example. 
 
And mother used to describe these cardboard gateways that were put for them to pass 
through. I didn't see that, that was one of the things mother told us about. No, I don't recall 
any particular event, certainly during the Market Place time.  
 
There are various other interesting items of which I could speak, but they don't bear on the 
Market Place or this home. 
 
I think, Miss Kirby, that this makes a rather interesting group of reminiscences centred 
around the Market Place. It really has been quite fascinating, you've obviously had quite a 
rich store of memories. As we are very near the end, I think I ought to say thank you very 
much indeed to you Miss Kirkby.  
 


