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‘There is certainly no circumstance of landscape more interesting or 
beautiful than water and there can be no person so void of taste as not to
feel the necessity of improving the valley at Normanton [now under
Rutland Water] by enlarging the river, yet this is a subject attended with
some difficulty and requires more management than may at first be 
conceived; for though it might be possible to make such a dam or head as
would convert the whole valley into one vast lake, yet the expense of such
a bank, and the waste of so much valuable land, is more than I would dare
to advise . . . .’

Humphry Repton, 1797
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Foreword

Rutland Water occupies the heart of the county of Rutland: a small county,
and a very big heart. Even so, when the Rutland Local History & Record
Society first proposed that the reservoir area’s extensive and varied heritage
should be recorded and commemorated, I think no-one envisaged that the
project would give birth to a publication on such a scale as this, nor that it
would cover such a range of subject matter – from Rutland Water’s under-
lying geology to the management of its nature reserves, from the history of
families that once lived nearby to the types of boat that now sail its waters.
Anyone who has an interest in Rutland, its history and its environment will
find something in this book which will catch the imagination, and if its read-
ers are inspired to talk about what they have read here, or to find out more,
then one of the project’s aims will have been fulfilled.

That this book has come to see the light of day is very largely due to the
dedicated hard work of its two editors, Robert Ovens and Sheila Sleath.
When they first asked me if I would contribute a Foreword, I demurred. As
the publishing society’s Honorary Editor, I was, I thought, too close to the
project, and in any case I felt that such a Foreword should be contributed by
someone whose name would lend more kudos to the book than would mine.
However, I was persuaded that by my closeness, and through the knowledge
of Rutland which I had accumulated during my time as Curator of the
Rutland County Museum, I was suitably qualified to perform this task. Now,
having seen at first hand the effort that has gone into the making of the
book, it is a very pleasant duty for me to congratulate Robert and Sheila –
not for the first time – on making a major, and probably unique, contribu-
tion to the study and recording of Rutland’s heritage.

We should be enduringly grateful not only to Robert and Sheila, but also
to the wide range of authors who were persuaded, encouraged, or – rarely,
it should be said – cajoled into writing their many and varied chapters for this
book. They and others are more fully acknowledged elsewhere, but without
all their efforts the book could never have appeared. Nor could it have
appeared without the support of the Rutland Local History & Record
Society’s members and the ambitions of its management committee: it is a
small society, and the project has represented a major commitment on its
part. We should also gladly acknowledge the generous recognition of the
worth of the project by the Heritage Lottery Fund’s Local Heritage Initiative
and its sponsors, whose significant financial contribution to the cost of pro-
duction has made possible the design and printing of this book. The LHI
was designed to support local community projects, and there can be few
such projects which have involved such a wide range of contributors and
participants. This has been a community project par excellence, and the
Rutland Local History & Record Society is now proud to present the results
to the community for which it was prepared: not a large community, but 
big-hearted.

T H McK Clough
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Early in 2004 the management committee of Rutland Local History & Record Society agreed to
a suggestion that it should set up a study group to research the local history of the area now 
covered by Rutland Water. More than thirty years had passed since people living in the mid-
Gwash valley, particularly those who earned their living from the land, had fought a 
concerted, but unsuccessful campaign to prevent the valley from being permanently flooded.
This research needed to be commissioned rather sooner than later if it was to be carried out
within living memory of life before the reservoir.

Almost at the same time, the Society became aware of grants that were available from the
Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) for projects involving the community. So our local history 
project became a community project, and a small steering committee was set up to apply for a
grant. Its scope was widened to include archaeology and natural history, and it became known
as the Heritage of Rutland Water Project. In retrospect, filling in the HLF application forms was
easy compared with what was to follow, although we did have to predict, for example, what
equipment and specialist training would be required, and how many volunteer hours would 
be needed.

In no time at all, it seemed, we had been offered nearly £25,000 and within a week half of it
was in the bank. Rather worryingly, we now realised that we were committed to performing and
completing this major undertaking, by far the largest that the Society had ever been 
directly involved in.

From the outset we expected the project to be like a large flywheel – slow to get up to speed,
and then difficult to stop. How right we were. In May 2004 there were lots of ideas but little
action. Then someone had the very bright idea of hiring a stand at the imminent Rutland County
Show. Armed only with a small display on Rutland Water and a few Society publications to sell,
three of us had a most exciting day. We could not believe how many were 
interested in our project, and by the end of the day we had a long list of people to see and
interview. This, combined with local press and radio coverage and a poster campaign, kick-
started the project.

As well as local museums and record offices, we always envisaged that much of the 
information generated for our project would come from four main sources – local people with
memories, old photographs, newspaper cuttings and local publications. We were very 
successful in all these areas.

Memories of living and working in the valley, the campaign against the reservoir and the
impact of reservoir construction work were recorded by our oral history group. In all there were
50 recordings to transcribe, type and analyse, a major project in itself. A competition for local
schoolchildren, devised and directed by Sue Howlett, ensured that this section of the 
community was involved. Following presentations at a number of schools by members of the
steering committee, more than 50 children took part and the Galitzine Prize was presented to
the winner Evie Smith, of North Luffenham Church of England School, in a ceremony at
Oakham Castle in June 2005.

The Stamford Mercury was a mine of useful information, not only for its archive going back
some 300 years, but also for the years leading up to and during the construction of Rutland
Water. Other local newspapers also reported on aspects of Rutland Water and we were 
particularly fortunate to locate four collections of cuttings. Other rich veins were the often self-
published local village histories, the In Rutland Series researched by Tony Traylen, the Society’s
own Rutland Record, the Victoria County History, and George Phillips’ Rutland Magazine.

The most successful aspect of the whole project was photography. A new digital camera 
purchased for the project ensured that we were able to accumulate a huge archive of ‘now’
photographs, many of which are reproduced in this book. The important Jack Hart collection
of early Rutland postcards in Rutland County Museum was another constant source of
inspiration.

Before he was ordained, the Rev Brian Nicholls, and his wife Elizabeth, were the official 
photographers for the Empingham Reservoir Project. We were amazed and delighted when they

Introduction
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offered all their negatives and slides to our project. Until this generous gesture, we were 
struggling for good quality photographs of the construction process. In fact we were 
overwhelmed by the generosity of the many individuals and organisations who contributed their
photographs either as donations or for copying

So, at the end of the second year of what was intended to be a two-year project we had
amassed a huge amount of material and information, all of which will be retained at Rutland
County Museum. However, we were yet to achieve our major objectives.

One objective, that of involvement with the media, was achieved when members of the 
steering committee were invited to take part in ‘Countryfile’ and ‘Castles in the Country’ for BBC
television. Another objective was to devise a guided historical walk based on the project, and this
took place early in September 2006 at Normanton, on the south shore of Rutland Water. A third
objective was achieved two weeks later with a major presentation and exhibition on the project
at Empingham, the exhibition then being displayed at Rutland County Museum for the next two
months.

However, the main objective, this book, was at this stage a long way from publication, and it
was to be another year before it was ready to be sent to the printers. At the original meeting to
decide on the content and layout it became clear that no one person could write it, and that the
best plan would be to invite individual authors to write chapters on specific topics. This plan
worked well and very few restrictions were placed on them as to content, style, length, or what
images were to be included.

Originally it was planned to have 260 pages, but as time went on and contributions came 
forward to go through the editing, proof-reading and designing processes, the page count 
gradually crept up to nearly 700. However, thanks to our HLF grant, our designers and 
additional support by the Society, we were able to let this happen, particularly as it was a once-
and-only opportunity.

We know that our volunteer group has produced a book to be proud of and we hope that it
proves to be an interesting read as well as an inspiration for further research.

Robert Ovens and Sheila Sleath
Rutland Local History & Record Society

October 2007

Abbreviations

TA Tim Appleton
AF Airfield Focus
AW Anglian Water
CSPD Calendar of State Papers, Domestic
CIPM Calendar of Inquisitions Post Mortem
Hart Jack Hart postcard collection in RCM
HMP Her Majesty’s Prison
HLF Heritage Lottery Fund
IFDS International Federation of Disabled

Sailors
JHC Journal of the House of Commons
JST Jubilee Sailing Trust
jnr junior
SH Sue Howlett
LHI Local Heritage Initiative 
MNWB Mid-Northamptonshire Water Board 
NVQ National Vocational Qualification
NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organisation
OD Ordnance Datum (height above mean sea 

level)
OS Ordnance Survey

ROLLR Record Office for Leicestershire, Leicester
and Rutland

RCM Rutland County Museum
RLHRS Rutland Local History and Record Society
RNHS Rutland Natural History Society 
RSC Rutland Sailing Club
RO Robert Ovens
RAF Royal Air Force
RCAF Royal Canadian Air Force
RYA Royal Yachting Association
RWFF Rutland Water Fly Fishers
snr senior
SS Sheila Sleath
SSSI Site of Special Scientific Interest
SPA Special Protection Area
TWL top water level
UK United Kingdom
VCH Victoria County History
W&NRA Welland & Nene River Authority
WI Women’s Institute
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