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Harcourt Estate 

 

by Ernest A Tate 
 

 

This article is about the former ‘Harcourt House’ 

that fronted on to Leicester Road in Kibworth 

Harcourt, and housing development on 

surrounding land which became known as the 

Harcourt Estate.  Information on the wartime 

land army hostel in Harcourt is also provided. 

 

My father was a builder and he established the 

building firm A E Tate & Company in Oadby in 

the 1920s.  At first the business operated from 

Regent Street but then after the Second World 

War (WW2) he relocated to a site on 

Harborough Road, Oadby (number 152; in 2012 

it is Johnsons, the dry cleaners).  He had a 

business partner, Mr Peach, who was 

responsible for administration. 

 

In 1931 Harcourt House in Kibworth was put up 

for sale.  For many years it had been the home 

of the Marriott family, well known in 

Leicestershire as medical people and most 

notably perhaps Sir Charles Marriott.  Sir 

Charles’ widow, Lady Marriott, died in 

1930 and the remaining family took the 

decision to sell the house, its large 

grounds, and also other buildings and 

land they owned in Kibworth and 

Smeeton. 

 

Father decided to bid for the house and 

grounds with a view to building new 

dwellings.  The auction took place on 22 

April 1931 and father was successful in 

securing Harcourt House and adjoining 

land to the north and north east.  The 

old house had three floors, 18 rooms in 

all, and details were set out in the sale 

document which is reproduced at the 

end of this article. 

 

Although I was only a child at the time, I 

remember visiting Harcourt House 

several times with father and thinking 

how spacious it was.  A few items were 

recovered from the house and these included 

two bronze candlesticks shaped like storks and a 

preserved foot in a jar!  I don’t know what 

happened to these items.  The garden had a bed 

of asparagus: I’d never eaten asparagus before 

then.  There were stables and barns to explore. 

 

Harcourt House was then demolished and work 

started on semi-detached houses fronting on to 

Leicester Road.  Father designed the properties 

himself, and prepared plans as well as 

overseeing all aspects of the building and selling 

process.  These Leicester Road houses and two 

pairs of houses on each side at the start of an 

unmade Marsh Drive were completed before 

the outbreak of war in 1939.  The main road 

houses took the name ‘Harcourt Estate’ but the 

company’s plans for developing Marsh Drive 

were also known as Harcourt Estate. 

 

New building opportunities reduced 

considerably during WW2.  There was a 

1904 Ordnance Survey map of Kibworth Harcourt showing 

Harcourt House (with later route of Marsh Drive added) 
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shortage of materials and house construction 

was only possible by obtaining government 

licences.  So further building on Marsh Drive was 

put on hold. 

 

Father had been called up to military service 

before the war started and I worked first in the 

aircraft industry before joining the RAF later in 

the war.  So the building firm was kept ticking 

over by Mr Peach. 

 

Land in the north east corner of the old estate 

grounds was requisitioned by the authorities to 

construct a hostel for the Land Army and this 

was built late in 1942.  Such hostels during the 

war were of the same design and this facilitated 

mass production.  The hostel plan, often called 

‘the hut’, is also reproduced later herein.  The 

original plan for Marsh Drive housing was for it 

to be a cul-de-sac and at the time of opening the 

hostel there was a substantial hedge between 

Langton Road and the hut.  So land army girls 

made a short cut by opening up the hedge for 

easier access to their accommodation.  And that 

is how the planned cul-de-sac became a through 

road! 

 

After the war, the land army hostel and its site 

was offered back to the peace time owner.  So 

Tate & Co could gradually resume its long term 

strategy of building houses on the Harcourt 

Estate.  I joined the firm after WW2 and was 

directly involved with developing Marsh Drive 

and houses fronting on to part of Langton Road.  

Progress was slow because building materials of 

suitable quality and quantities were difficult to 

source. 

 

Eventually all the planned houses and 

bungalows were built; some were detached, 

others were semi-detached.  Tate & Co built all 

on Marsh Drive (except for two where land was 

sold to enable the buyer to engage his own 

builder).  The former land army hostel was 

mainly used for storage during the house 

building phase.  One part of it was leased in the 

late 1950s by Victory Tyre & Radiator Co for 

storing their own goods.  Eventually the hostel 

was demolished, though part of it was sold and 

taken away by a chicken farmer from Smeeton.  

One small part of the brickwork still exists today 

on land sold for a bungalow. 

 

 

 

Memories recorded in August 2012 

 

 

Annex 1 Harcourt house sale document 1931 

 (pages 1-4 only) 

Annex 2 Land Army Hostel plan 1942 

 

1957 plan showing location of Land Army Hostel 

in relation to northern end of Marsh Drive 

Rose Holyoak by Kibworth’s Land Army Hostel 

in 1940s 
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Annex 2  Land Army Hostel plan 1942 


