Headingley: Before the Suburb 
(Headingley Network AGM  15/4/07)

Introduction

When you look around Headingley today most of what you see is the product of the 19th century, and more particularly dates from the period after 1830 when Headingley became the premier suburb of Leeds. 

What I want to conjure up for you this afternoon is a different vision of Headingley so I need you to engage in an act of historical imagination and remove from your mental pictures, all those buildings and roads which were constructed during the process of suburbanisation. 

The argument of my talk is that underpinning many of these later developments is a pre-suburban pattern of space which shaped what was to come later.

Origins and Early Development

As so often when discussing local history, our starting place is the Domesday Book of 1086, this provides us with the first written evidence of the existence of a settlement called Headingley. The entry informs us:

In Hedlingleia seven carucates of land (700 acres) of land for geld (taxes). Land for three ploughs and a half. Two thanes held in King Edward’s time as two manors. Two villeins are here and one plough. It was worth 40s now worth 4s

Clearly Headingley was settled prior to 1086 and place name evidence suggests that it was an Anglo-Saxon settlement, its name deriving from an Anglo-Saxon chieftain named Headda. 

What most people know about the ancient history of Headingley is that it was the place where the Skyrack wapentake met under an oak tree but I am afraid I must disabuse you about the historical veracity of this information. It first appears only as a conjecture by Ralph Thoresby in his History of Leeds which was written in 1716, and Thoresby despite his membership of the Royal Society is often given to such fanciful inventions.

Following the Norman Conquest, Headingley was granted to Ilbert de Lacy, a Norman baron who held huge estates in Yorkshire and Lincolnshire. Other information we can glean from the Domesday Book is that the population was very small – two households and probably less than 20 people. The insignificance of the place is also indicated by the fact that the survey makes no mention of a church. In 1152 Henry de Lacy granted part of his land at Headingley to the monks of Kirkstall Abbey and other grants followed so that the Abbey came to control all the land in Headingley except for one farm. Its important in terms of later development to note that the Abbey didn’t acquire their Headingley lands under the same legal conditions: the area in the south of the township around the village remained as manorial land whilst the northern and less populated parts of the township – New Grange (better known now as Becketts Park) and Weetwood formed demesne land directly under the Abbey’s control. The economy of the Cisterians largely centred on the production of wool so local woods were cleared to make way for sheep pastures and outpost farms known as granges, were established at New Grange and Moor Grange. 

Under monastic control, the local population slowly increased. The Poll Tax returns for 1379 reveal that there were 21 married couples and 18 single adults living in the township, approximately 150 people in total. We know nothing of their distribution, probably most lived around the village with some outlying farmsteads to the north and west. It is about this time that first chapel was built in Headingley dedicated to St Giles (a chaplain is mentioned in earlier tax returns of 1346), and the chapel was probably located on the site of the present St Michael’s Church. Despite monastic ownership, this chapel was part of the huge parish of Leeds, and it is this parochial organisation which explains the terms ‘township’ and ‘out-township’, Leeds was the township, the location of the parish church and in places like Headingley, Armley, Bramley where there were chapels under the jurisdiction of Leeds Parish Church, were out-townships (10 out-townships in total) The boundary between Leeds and Headingley townships was along Woodhouse Moor and Woodhouse St  (Woodhouse was part of the Leeds township and the Moor was the common land of the Leeds manor)

The Dissolution of Kirkstall Abbey
When Kirkstall Abbey was dissolved in 1539, no resident of Headingley had sufficient capital to buy any of its land so the sales brought newcomers into the district and established a piecemeal pattern of land ownership that was to shape the future of the township. Initially land was leased to servants of the King but in 1563, Sir John Savile, a member of a leading Yorkshire gentry family, bought the manorial land; the lands in the north which became the New Grange and Weetwood estates were sold separately. To the east lay the Town Moor – the common land of the manor which stretched from Weetwood Lane to what is now Wood Lane. 

Either at the Dissolution or some time before, the large open fields typical of medieval agricultural organisation had been enclosed so we can envisage a patchwork of fields crossed by a few roads mostly built by the monks to enable communications across their vast estates. Woodhouse Lane and Headingley Lane were ancient roads facilitating communication between Leeds and the village of Headingley but this route didn’t extend much beyond North Lane. What were to become North Lane, Monk Bridge Road and Stonegate Rd was a monastic route allowing the Abbey contact with its estates in Chapel Allerton. Spen Lane linked the Abbey with Moor Grange and Weetwood Lane with their property in Adel (Weetwood Lane was called Addle Lane until the middle of the 19th century). After the Dissolution, the local economy was no longer concentrated on wool, instead we have mixed farming, some forestry in the Weetwood area and quarrying along the Meanwood Beck. What is surprising is that unlike neighbouring Kirkstall and Armley, there is no evidence of cloth- making developing in Headingley.

Early Modern Headingley

Although the Saviles were never resident in Headingley, four years before his death in 1630, Sir John Saville either rebuilt or extended the chapel in Headingley. Some of you may have seen old prints of this church which had accommodation for 207 worshippers; it was demolished in 1836 to make way for a larger church. The chapel stood on the edge of the village green, then much larger than the open space which exists today: apart from Headingley Lane, the major access to the green was what is now St Michael’s Lane which linked Headingley village with Kirkstall which didn’t have its own church until the 1820s. The chapel also served the inhabitants of Burley hence the development of the footpath that became Chapel Lane. When Sir John Saville died, his estate at Headingley cum Burley was valued at £436 13s 4d 

Sir John’s heir, Thomas Savile was in financial difficulties during the Civil War and sold some of their land to the Killingbeck family who built Headingley Hall which was certainly in existence by 1649 though there may have been a medieval manor house on this site. The Hall was largely rebuilt in 1795 and extended in 1830. The Savile estate was eventually inherited by Thomas’ daughter, Frances who was married to Francis Brudenell of Northamptonshire (the Brudenell family later became Earls of Cardigan) and in 1685, the couple sold 300 acres of land on Headingley Hill to John Walker for £1000. This estate in the south of the township descended through the female line to the Bainbrigge and Fawcett families. 

New Grange and Weetwood was never part of the Saville/Brudenell estate. The former which consisted of 400 acres, was bought by the Foxcrofts a Halifax family, who initially lived in the former monastic buildings. George Foxcroft’s daughter, Judith married Anthony Wade, also from Halifax in 1590 at Leeds Parish Church and her husband purchased the New Grange property from his in-laws. The Wades were to own New Grange for the next two hundred years. Benjamin Wade built a new house here in 1626 and an even grander house designed by the classical architect, James Paine was erected in 1752. This house is still standing though much altered by William Beckett when he purchased the New Grange estate in 1830.

The wooded lands of Weetwood were initially purchased by William Arthington of Adel but it was then sold on to Richard Meynell of Thirsk who was probably responsible for building the first house here. In 1620 another branch of the Halifax Foxcrofts bought 460 acres of land in Weetwood along with six cottages, and Daniel Foxcroft built himself a new house on his estate which still survives as Weetwood Hall and one can still see the carved date 1625 over its southern entrance.     

The Hearth Tax returns give us a snapshot view of Headingley in 1663. There were 38 houses which were subject to taxation, having a total of 78 hearths. Anthony Wade at New Grange paid taxes on 13 hearths whilst his neighbour and kinsman, Daniel Foxcroft at Weetwood Hall had 11 hearths, the Killingbecks still at Headingley Hall had 8 hearths. The remaining hearths belonged to small farmers, the tenants of the Saviles, Wades and Foxcrofts. Given that not all the inhabitants had homes with taxable hearths, it has been estimated that the population of the township was in the region of 200.

18th Century Headingley

Although wealthy families like the Killingbecks, Foxcrofts and Wades formed part of a Leeds elite, providing members of the Leeds corporation and frequently mayors, Headingley itself remained an isolated settlement; the main road to Otley bi-passed the village, running along the Aire valley through Burley and Kirkstall. In 1755 the road between Leeds and Headingley was turnpiked and extended to join Weetwood Lane but 20 years later Headingley-cum-Burley still had a population of less seven hundred people.

As we have seen the Brudenells were not the only landowners in Headingley but they were by far the largest and although absentee landlords, in keeping with their position in society as lords of the manor, they maintained a paternalistic interest in the development of their estate. For example, in 1770, they agreed to the enclosure of 41 acres of the Moor for the benefit of the curate at the chapel and the parsonage house, Holly Dene was built on this glebe land. The manager of the Brudenell estate was also prepared to tolerate encroachments on to the Moor as long as the cottagers paid a nominal rent to the Earl of Cardigan, and by the beginning of the 19th there were 30 such cottages, some of which still survive and are amongst the oldest buildings in Headingley. In 1783 waste land near to the church was given for a school and school master’s house – the Brudenells also gave £50 towards the cost of building the school, the Wades donated 10 guineas, and the rest of the  £100 6s and 1 1/2d was raised by public subscription. A few years later waste on the Moor was enclosed for the benefit of Thomas Martin, a papermaker with a mill on Meanwood Beck and Martin’s annual rents provided scholarships for 6 poor children to learn ‘reading, writing and arithmetic’ at the school. The old Town School was rebuilt in 1844 though some of the old stones were reused in the new building.

The early 19th Century

Headingley remained a rural backwater for the first 30 years or so years of the 19th century. The first national census records a population of 1,313 but as enumeration district included both Burley and Kirkstall, both were now larger than Headingley due to industrialisation in the Aire Valley, the population of Headingley was probably no more than 300 people. A survey of the chapel registers covering the years between 1765 and 1840, is dominated by the names of farmers, farm labourers and country craftsmen such as wheel wrights, blacksmiths, joiners and masons. In 1817 for the first time Headingley appears in the Leeds directories –  the entry is very short and mentions a schoolmaster, blacksmith, various farmers, a builder and two pubs – the Oak and the Skyrack, both of early 19th century origin and situated alongside the village green.

So what is the legacy of this pre- 19th Century history for those of us who live in Headingley in 2007?

Not many pre-19th century buildings survive – Headingley Hall on Shire Oak Rd is probably the oldest though the building has been much altered and extended, there are pre-19th century cottages in the Cottage Rd area though most of the property here was built af

ter the 1830s, the barn –type building opposite the Arndale Centre is of 18th  century origin and the adjoining houses are early 19th century. Some of the roads as we have seen are of ancient origin, but the pattern of pre-19th century land ownership is vital to an understanding of the development of suburban Headingley. 

Different landowners decided to sell their land for residential development at different moments in time. The first to do so were the Fawcetts and Bainbrigges of Headingley Hill. Encouraged by the development of suburban villas in Woodhouse, in  the 1820s and 30s these two families began to divide their lands into building plots suitable for the erection of mansion houses along Headingley Lane and the newly created roads of Cumberland Rd, North Hill Rd and North Grange Rd. 

Between 1829- 1834, the 130 acres of  Headingley Moor were enclosed. Although the inhabitants of the township had certain rights regarding the use of the Moor, it was not in common ownership. The enclosure instigated by the Earl of Cardigan, distributed the newly enclosed fields amongst the major landowners in the township with the exception of that part of the Moor we now call Cottage Rd. Enclosure was an expensive business and a third of the land was sold immediately to offset the costs. Small plots of land along two new roads Cottage Rd and Moor Rd, were put on the market at half the price of land on Headingley Hill. The landowners who benefited from enclosure tended to sell their shares of the Moor for residential development particularly when the land didn’t adjoin their existing holdings. The Brudenells who had been awarded a sixth of all the newly enclosed land in the southern part of the Moor, initially let the fields to local farmers but in the 1850s, they too began to sell building plots between Monkbridge Road and Wood Lane. The latter was originally called Oil Mill Lane, hardly a name likely to endear itself to prospective owners of villas. Also included in these sales were small plots on Chapel St, North Lane and Bennett Rd. 

The Englefield family who had purchased 160 acres of the Weetwood estate in the mid-18th century, sold their land in the late 1850s, and in 1874 23 acres of glebe land belonging to St Michael’s Church was put on the market following the division of the parish of Headingley and the building of St Chad’s Church (Headingley had become a parish in 1848) The 7,000 acres of manorial lands belonging to the Brudenells weren’t sold until 1888 but the last of the old landed estates to be put on the market was New Grange sold by the Becketts just before the First World War and developed with semi-detached houses in the inter-war years.

The face of Headingley is thus largely a product of the 19th and 20th centuries but to appreciate its spatial variety we need to understand its long historical evolution stretching back to the period of the Middle Ages
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