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Aims
1.

To outline the origins of Woodhouse Moor as a public park

2.

To illuminate the different visions for what kind of park the Moor should be

3.

To explore some of the varied uses which people have made of the Moor

The First Public Park in
Leeds
THE ORIGINS OF WOODHOUSE MOOR

‘Leeds’ by J. Bartholomew, published by A. Fullarton & Co. in The Imperial
Gazetteer of England & Wales, 1866.

Ordnance Survey (county series) map of Leeds, 1851

Woodhouse Moor by the 1850s
A customary space:
• Right of public access since ‘time immemorial’
• Presence of common rights (grazing cows, donkeys, etc.)
• Seemingly lax manorial control

Right of Public Access
From time immemorial the inhabitants of Leeds have availed
themselves of a privilege which they deemed incontestable – they
have sauntered and lounged upon Woodhouse Moor… It is with
great regret, therefore, that we have observed a desire on the part
of the lords of the manor to encroach upon the traditional privileges
of the people of Leeds, by a proposed inclosure [sic] of part of the
Moor. They, of course, found their demand or pretension upon some
rights real or supposed. (Leeds Times, 28 October 1854, p.5.)

The Moor under Threat
• Long

record of ‘encroachment’ upon the Moor (piecemeal)

• Proposal to use part of the Moor as base for a militia camp (1854)
creates urgent sense that the Moor is under threat as an open space

Encroachment & Preservation
Every attempt to encroach upon the Moor has been opposed, and
the rights of the burgesses to the unrestricted use of the Moor have
been guarded with jealous care. (Leeds Mercury, 23 June 1855, p.5.)
Any encampment of the Military, however limited in number,
established on Woodhouse Moor, would interfere with the
enjoyments and public rights of the Inhabitants of the Borough.
(Council, Woodhouse Moor Sub-Committee, 25 June 1855.)

The Acquisition Process
• 1854 Militia encampment first mooted
First public meeting to call for bringing the Moor into Council ownership
• 1855 Council resolve to purchase the Moor
• 1857 Purchase agreed between Council and Lords of the Manor

What Kind of Park?
COMPETING VISIONS OF WHAT WOODHOUSE MOOR SHOULD BE
AND BECOME

A New Kind of Park
• Besides wish to preserve Woodhouse Moor, prominent councillors and
public figures wanted to improve the condition of the park to make it into
an improving space
•

Victorian notion of improvement very broad – referred to physical condition of cities
(sanitation, street lighting, road widening, air pollution, slum clearance), but also to
social, political and moral betterment (educational standards, crime rates, public
health, religious attendance, respectability of popular recreations, etc.)

• Aim

to make Woodhouse Moor an improving space – particularly:

1. Public health – providing ‘ventilation’ for the city (link with miasmic theory of
disease)
2. Social mixing – encouraging mutual association of rich and poor (link with concern
regarding social segregation – Disraeli’s ‘Two Nations’)

Health & Social Mixing
We all of us require now and then, after confinement to our desks and factories, a place
within easy distance, which we can reach without expense, where we may walk or run,
or play at cricket, and clear our brains and invigorate our bodies by wholesome exercise
in the fresh air…Not only is the Moor useful as a playground, it also acts as a ventilator
of the town, and should it be covered with buildings, it would be entirely lost for this
purpose. (Leeds Mercury, 18 August 1855, p.4.)
Our artizans [sic], our operatives, and the members of the great toiling hive of
Leeds…[would enjoy] the pleasure of associating with those other classes of society
with which they only occasionally come in contact. (Leeds Times, 7 June 1856, p.6.)
By this intercommunion and intermingling of classes, much mutual benefit and
advantage to all parties will be attained; the rich and the very poor will begin to
understand each other, and a great stride in the political civilisation will be the result.
(Leeds Times, 14 June 1856, p.2.)

Improving the Park
• Many

councillors and other public figures concerned about poor
quality of the Moor:
• Persistence of ‘encroachments’ (commoners, donkeys, rubbish, etc.)
• Wet and muddy ground

• Proposed improvements included:

• Draining the land
• Laying out paths
• Planting trees and flowers
• Erecting a gymnasium for sporting activities

Resistance: Alternative Attachments to
Woodhouse Moor
• However,

there was resistance to the idea that the Moor should be
an improved and improving space, as concerns were expressed
about how these aspirations would restrict uses and enjoyment of
the Moor
• Concern particularly with regulation needed to ‘improve’ the Moor:

1. Restricting freedom of use and enjoyment, perhaps especially for children
2. Restricting certain activities (e.g. sports and games) to particular parts of the
Moor
3. Prohibiting certain activities altogether

• Desire simply to preserve the Moor, in its traditional condition, and
to regulate it as little as possible

The People’s Playground (1)
[If the Moor were partitioned] Instead of the present freedom which may
be enjoyed here, a policeman or a park-keeper must meet one at every
turn, to say You must not go here, or You must not go there; You must not
do this, or You must not do that; and to enforce such rules as may be
deemed by the authorities and curators necessary to preserve the
arrangements and to protect the various prettinesses from thoughtless or
accidental injury. Perhaps notices would appear in conspicuous letters at
the gates of the Elysium [Greek myth – a perfect resting place for fallen
heroes] warning people in their working attire that the beauty of the
place was not to be marred by the presence of untidy costumes; and
every sagacious poodle, spaniel, or terrier may run that reads the stern
prohibition “No Dogs Admitted.” (Leeds Intelligencer, 13 June 1857, p.5.)

The People’s Playground (2)
We don’t want any Roundhay Park on Woodhouse Moor: we want a
clear and open space where our children can dance and gambol, and
jump and play to their hearts’ content. If you make it into a
recreation ground, we shall have to keep a tight hold of their hands,
or they will be treading on the borders, or touching a flower, or
getting into some scrape or other, the same as they do when we take
them to Roundhay Park…all that it [the Moor] wants is letting alone.
(Leeds Mercury, 20 April 1877, p.6.)
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The Avenue, Woodhouse Moor, c.1916. Artemis, Artforms, www.leodis.net

Changing Uses of the
Moor

Public Life & Civic Ceremony
• Election nominations
• Military drill, inspection and parade
• Public visits (e.g. Queen Victoria’s visit in 1858)
• Political meetings, demonstrations and industrial disputes

Sport & Games
• Cricket very prominent –
with time came separate
cricket ground)
• ‘Knor and spell’ –
Yorkshire bat and ball
game – highly contentious
by 1850s – restricted to
north side of the Moor by
1859, and prohibited by
1870
• Various other recreations:
running races, pigeon
shooting

Other Uses
• Walking, promenading, picknicking, etc.
• Restrictions on walking introduced as Moor was improved: no walking over
flower beds, borders, shrubberies, etc., or ‘upon any part of any Recreation
Ground where a notice is placed requesting persons not to walk upon such part
or forbidding its use.’ (Leeds bye-laws, parks and recreation grounds, 1882)
• Music – the Sunday concerts of the 1850s onwards – highly contentious at first
due to Sabbatarian concerns, yet becoming increasingly consensual over time
• Fairs – the ‘Woodhouse Feast’, still running in living memory
• Allotments – first established in 1917, and always meant to be temporary, but
still present – strong arguments over the years that these impinged upon
people’s ability to enjoy the Moor as a green space

‘Children’s Corner’ at Woodhouse Moor, 1906:

http://news.bbc.co.uk/local/leeds/hi/people_and_places/nature/newsid_8473000/8
473379.stm

Woodhouse Feast, 1955. Leeds Library & Information Services, www.leodis.net

Discussion

Past, Present and Future
What do you make of this history of the Moor?
Any surprises?
How might it inform how you think about it today and into the future?

Suggestions for further Reading
On Victorian cities and society:
• Briggs, A. 1968. Victorian cities. London: Penguin.
• Hunt, T. 2004. Building Jerusalem: The Rise and Fall of the Victorian City.
London: Weidenfeld & Nicholson.
• Thompson, F.M.L. 1988. The Rise of Respectable Society: A Social History of
Victorian Britain, 1830-1900. London: Fontana.

On public parks:
• Conway, H. 1991. People’s Parks: The Design and Development of Victorian
Parks in Britain. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Any questions?
• Further information about our project:
https://leedsparksproject.wordpress.com/
• Me: d.churchill@leeds.ac.uk

