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Headstones 
A feature of all old graveyards in Leicestershire is the Swithland Slate Headstones. One of the other 
distinctive features of gravestones is that the front of the stone is completely smoothed, whilst, 
unlike Welsh slate, the reverse is left rough. This may have something to do with the way Swithland 
slate was split with a hand saw.  The last quarry closed around 1887, competition from cheaper 
Welsh slate caused the demise of the local material. The headstone carvings are examples of the 
excellent artistic work of local carvers, and the fine detail of Swithland slate headstones is testament 
to the skill of both Leicestershire craftsmen. The intricate calligraphy with whirls and flourishes 
became very extravagant. Note the double headstones for husband and wife, where one space 
blank indicates no one willing to pay for the final name to be carved. 
 
The Story of Coal Miners Interred 
News that John Wesley was to preach here spread and a large congregation gathered. Sir George 
Beaumont who owned this part of the coalfield, primed local colliers with drink and armed them with 
cudgels. The gang was led by John Massey, a notorious local pugilist and terror of every fair and 
wake in the area.  Contrary to Beaumont’s expectations Massey listened to Wesley, was converted, 
and the confrontation was averted. John Massey died 1819, a very influential preacher who lived to be 

87. 
 

The conditions in the local coalmines were very dangerous especially with numerous pits being closed and 
reopened and lack of ventilation and other safety measures.  
 

William and George Lakin died 1886 of Choke damp (suffocated) while attempting to reopen Staunton 
Harold Colliery. 
 

William Davies and his brother John Davies died 1898, in Whitwick Pit when 35 men were killed in an 
underground fire. 
 

The Nonconformist church gave local people the chance to be educated and preach to their congregation. 
These local Preachers had a reputation for honesty and abstinence, which made them natural leaders in 
the mines and they fought for better conditions and pay. They were instrumental in forming the 
Leicestershire Miners Union. 
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