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STONEYWELL 
The intention of the National Trust to acquire, conserve and open to the public this 

important Arts and Crafts Cottage in Ulverscroft 

 

Notes of a meeting of the FoCF Committee at Stoneywell, Polly Botts Lane, 

Ulverscroft with representatives of the National Trust at 2pm on 12th October 2012 

 

Present: 

 

Committee Members: Mrs Janie Martin (President), Richard Howard (Chairman),  

Peter Bertram, Paul Day, Clifford Jones, John Kettle, Douglas Maas, Kim Turner, Ben Wheeler. 

 

National Trust (NT) Representatives: Rebecca Speight - Director for the Midlands, Stewart 

Alcock - General Manager for Calke Abbey and Leicestershire, Alan Hubbard - Land Use and 

Planning Officer. 

 

Background (as documented and informed by the NT and by the current owner of 

Stoneywell, Mr Donald Gimson): 

 

Stoneywell Cottage was designed and built in 1898/9 for Sydney Gimson. The Gimson family 

were major employers in Leicester and, significantly, became leaders in the Arts and Crafts 

movement begun by William Morris. 

Thus, the unique nature of Stoneywell, ensured that it achieved not only local but National 

and International importance.  As a result, over the years, thousands of visitors - mostly in 

small groups but also some singly - have visited the Cottage and have been welcomed and 

shown around by the family. 

The history of the Cottage and grounds is remarkable and the property remains very much 

the same as when built. It’s condition is surprisingly good, with a minimal amount of 

maintenance and conservation work required.  

 

NB: The full and fascinating history of Stoneywell, the Gimson family and of the Arts and 

Crafts movement can readily be discovered by anyone seeking more information. 

 

Some members of the FoCF Committee had previously visited the Cottage and, indeed, have 

known Donald Gimson as a past member of our Society. 
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Context: 

 

Two years ago, the Gimson family recognised that the current owner/occupier of the house, 

Mr Donald Gimson, in his advancing years, could no longer remain in the Cottage. As there 

were no viable options for the family to continue to own or occupy it, the decision was taken 

to offer it to the National Trust. The only alternative would have been for it to be sold on the 

open market, thus to be effectively lost as a vitally important national heritage asset. 

During the past two years the NT have been assessing the offer and preparing proposals for 

the purchase and subsequent access and management arrangements. 

Latterly, local consultations have taken place and our Chairman has had a meeting with local 

NT Manager, Stewart Alcock. We have received correspondence from NT setting out their 

proposals for the management of the site. 

Arising from this, and in the knowledge that FoCF would be interested subsequently in 

responding to any formal consultations, the current meeting with NT representatives on site 

was arranged to assist us in forming a view. 

 

Our Visit to Stoneywell: 

 

We were welcomed at the Stables by the NT representatives and an initial overview of the 

current situation was provided: 

NT consider Stoneywell to be a “stunning example”  of vital importance which would be 

completely “lost” if the NT did not acquire it. If sold on the open market - even with its Listed 

status - the level of threat to the property would be high. No modern family would be able to 

tolerate many of the “original facilities”. As a family home it might need to be “extended”. In 

any event, the possibility of public access would be lost forever. 

It was stressed that Stoneywell already has a legacy of welcoming large numbers of visitors 

interested in, or studying, the Arts and Crafts movement and this example in particular. 

Much of the original furniture would remain in the Cottage but if sold privately this also would 

be lost. Similarly, there is a substantial archive of associated material, including the original 

plans, the Gimson family tree, etc., all of great interest, which needs to be kept intact. 

The purpose of the NT is twofold - to acquire such important assets for the Nation and to 

manage them so that the public is able to visit. 

 

We walked through the grounds to the Cottage where we were welcomed by Donald Gimson 

and his son Roger. They spent most of an hour with us, explaining in detail the history of 

Stoneywell. Donald clearly recalls his own involvement at a very early age, as he was taken 

“on holiday to visit his Grandfather at Stoneywell where he thoroughly enjoyed playing in the 

house and grounds”. The property is one of three which were built at about the same time on 

adjacent sites (the other two do not have the same status as they have been extensively 

altered; they are now the subject of a planning application for their demolition). 

 

Donald said that visitors had always been welcomed - there had been regular group visits 

comprising many thousands of people. He showed us the several Visitors’ Books which they 

had signed, dating back to the earliest days. He explained the reasons why the family had 

offered Stoneywell to the National Trust as the only organisation which could ensure its future 

and ensure that visitors could continue to see and appreciate it. We were shown the ground 
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floor rooms of the house and it was evident that the property is very largely in its original 

condition. Donald answered our many questions and we then walked around the grounds  

with him. It was clear that this was an emotional time for him. 

 

The NT proposals - the property: 

 

The transfer of Stoneywell to NT is expected to take place around the end of this year. 

Maintenance and conservation work would then begin, with a view to opening to the public in 

2014 (though some group visits might be accommodated earlier). 

Surveys have shown that the Cottage itself remains very much in its original condition and NT 

can readily deal with the required maintenance issues. They are well experienced in 

successfully managing similar properties. There would be a small dedicated staff, backed up 

by central resources and supported by a team of volunteers. Substantial security 

arrangements would be installed. 

The direct impact on neighbours would be minimal due to the contours of the site and the 

distance of the Cottage itself from the boundaries. In just one area it is planned to enhance 

the planting of trees and shrubs for this purpose. The main drive into the property (which 

does directly adjoin a neighbouring property) would never be used routinely, other than by 

occasional contractors vehicles. 

The stable block would become the arrival point for visitors (see below). There would be no 

external alterations other than the addition of a small toilet block at the rear designed to be 

fully in keeping with the existing building. Internally there would be a “Welcome” point and a 

minimal facility for refreshments such as tea and coffee and perhaps sandwiches and soup. 

 

The NT proposals - managing visitors: 

 

NT have a great deal of experience managing other “small” properties on confined sites with 

similar requirements. These have their own features which need special requirements. 

Notably, visitor numbers must be managed at a maximum level throughout the period when 

the property is open. This is done by means of a strict advance booking system. Using this 

system at Stoneywell the projected figures indicate that about 100 visitors per day could be 

accommodated. A total of some 35,000 per year is envisaged. 

NT fully recognise that everything must be done to avoid visitors arriving by car directly to 

Stoneywell and that parking in the nearby narrow lanes must be prevented. Therefore a well-

tried and tested NT arrangement of requiring pre-booking for visits will be used. Thus, 

utilising nearby land in NT ownership - the “Corner Field” on Whitcroft Lane - visitors who 

have pre-booked and have an allocated arrival time will be directed to a new car park to be 

created within this field. 

In view of the small numbers (to include staff and volunteers’ cars) the car park will use a 

very small proportion of Corner Field (about 1/50th of the total area - a similar size to the 

public car park at Thornton Reservoir for example). It will be at the lowest and least visible 

point, accessed from and adjacent to Whitcrofts Lane. It will be fully blended into the 

landscape, using dry stone walling, extensive planting and “grasscrete” type surfacing so that 

there is no visible hard surfacing. Significantly, a small copse of trees will also be planted 

adjacent to the side of the car park which will face the only nearby property. The car park will 

have its own security measures installed. The remainder of the field will remain as it is - 

managed by the Wildlife Trust for grazing. 
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Visitors, having arrived and parked their cars, will be conveyed to Stoneywell (just a few 

hundred yards) by minibus or similar electric vehicle. It will be stressed to intending visitors 

that this will be an important part of their visit as it will include an essential introduction to 

their “Stoneywell Experience”. 

NT are confident from experience that the advance booking arrangements, traffic 

management, signage, etc. will ensure that there will be no adverse effects on the local 

community from parking on verges, etc. Strictly no casual admission will be permitted. 

Having been delivered to the Stable block by the minibus, visitors will be admitted via the 

“Welcome Desk” and enjoy their guided visit to the Cottage and grounds, being returned 

afterwards to their car by the minibus. 

 

We walked to the Corner Field and, using scale plans and a representation of the car park, 

viewed the proposed site and considered the implications. 

 

Afterwards we parted company with the NT representatives, thanking them for the 

opportunity of seeing and hearing about their intentions and asking them numerous questions 

as a group and individually. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

The Committee then went on to discuss the position and to come to its own conclusions. 

 

Local representations: 

 

The Committee as a whole and individually in some cases had been made aware that some 

local residents were raising objections to the proposals, citing the spoiling of Ulverscroft,  loss 

of privacy, disturbance, car parking on roadside verges, etc. 

An “Ulverscroft Residents Committee” had sent copies of correspondence between themselves 

and Rebecca Speight of the NT to the Secretary (copied to Committee members present). The 

Secretary has acknowledged receipt of this and has also written to others listed on the 

enclosed circulation list to inform them of our interest and requesting involvement in any 

consultation which might ensue. 

Additionally the Residents have set up a website to encourage support for their campaign and 

had recently displayed large and very obvious banners in the vicinity. 

 

The FoCF Committee fully recognises and respects local residents’ immediate concerns and 

this has been shared and reflected in our close examination of the NT intentions and in our 

questioning of the representatives today. We note that the residents have their own 

opportunity to directly influence the NT and will no doubt be able to respond to other 

statutory consultations in due course. 

 

However, it was also noted that the Residents’ Committee’s letter to the NT, and its website, 

used several irrelevant or misleading arguments. Examples include their use of (a) a serious 

road accident which occurred a few weeks ago in Newtown Linford and which could not 

conceivably be attributed to any traffic issues at Stoneywell, (b) concern about the spoiling of 

Ulverscroft when the site adjacent to Stoneywell is currently undergoing re-development with 

new housing and there is a current planning application for the demolition of the afore-

mentioned adjacent cottages built at the same time as Stoneywell in similar character, (c) the 

use on their website of a photograph of an ugly tarmac-surfaced car park deliberately 
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designed to mislead potential supporters as this is nothing like what is intended, (d) the use 

of a photograph of several cars parked on a nearby roadside verge which, in the experience 

of Committee members, is a very rare occurrence. 

 

Recent press coverage also appears to have been considerably exaggerated and alarmist. 

However, although many of the arguments and the comments made by petitioners displayed 

on their website seem very questionable, the FoCF Committee notes local residents’ 

legitimate concerns, recognises their importance and takes them into account during 

subsequent discussions, as follows: 

 

Committee discussions and conclusions: 

 

During the afternoon, Committee members had unanimously concluded that the principle of 

the acquisition of Stoneywell by the National Trust for them to conserve and to open to 

visitors should be fully supported. We are convinced that this action is absolutely necessary 

because of the importance of Stoneywell nationally, internationally and indeed within 

Leicestershire and especially within Charnwood Forest itself. Its loss as part of the Nation’s 

accessible heritage would be unthinkable. This view is in accordance with the FoCF’s recent 

active support for the designation of Charnwood Forest as a Regional Park. 

 

However, in order to achieve this it was recognised that the NT must effectively carry out its 

intended programme of measures to ensure that the impact of opening Stoneywell to the 

public is minimised at least to the extent claimed. Committee members had spent much of 

their time today questioning the representatives on these very points, especially about traffic 

management, the car park and the steps necessary to minimise its impact, the small amount 

of screening which would be necessary at Stoneywell to ensure the privacy of neighbours, the 

anticipated number of visitors, the extent of the “open season”, staffing levels, security of the 

site, the conversion of the interior of the stables and the addition of toilets.  

In these discussions, we had made suggestions and had been assured that many of the 

proposals were still the subject of further consideration. In general terms we were as satisfied 

as we could be that the NT’s intentions are to overcome all the concerns raised. 

 

Our member, Kim Turner, wished to record that she remained concerned about the 

installation of the car park and the effectiveness of the traffic management arrangements. 

All other Committee members present expressed themselves satisfied with the NT’s intentions  

for managing visitors subject to their being fully effective and remaining under review prior to 

and after implementation. 

 

It is agreed that: 

1. Subject to the foregoing, the Friends of Charnwood Forest supports the 

intentions of the National Trust to acquire and open Stoneywell; 

2. This note be circulated to all FoCF members; 

3. This note may be provided to other individuals, official bodies, etc. as a 

statement of the FoCF position and in response to any consultation. 

 

DEM/13.10.12 

Please see Addendum overleaf 
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Friends of Charnwood Forest - Stoneywell 

 

ADDENDUM to Notes of Committee Meeting ref DEM/13.10.12 

 

Clearly, there is ongoing discussion about this project and, at the meeting of the FoCF 

Committee held on 30th October, it was: 

 

1. re-confirmed that FoCF should give full support to the aims of the NT to acquire Stoneywell 

and to open it to the public, for the compelling reasons given above; 

 

2. noted that there were varying views amongst Committee members about how the 

proposed public access arrangements would work, as well as their local impact.  

Some can visualise that the NT plans for a well-landscaped car park, as described above, 

would have minimal visual impact once the landscaping had matured and that, taking 

everything into account including traffic generation, this option would have the least impact 

on the area.  

Other Committee members consider that alternative options would be better (either creating 

a car park within the Stoneywell site or using car parking facilities further afield) and a 

number of alternative suggestions have been put to NT for their further consideration. 


