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Brooke House a drawing in 1968 by Ralph Thurston. 
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The Elms,  

Brooke House, 
12, Leicester Rd 

 

This is a listed mansion just to the 

north of the middle of Mkt 

Harborough. It is now the nerve 

centre of a range of buildings around 

the area in the occupation of Brooke 

House College. 

 

Described in J C Davies Georgian 

Harborough p26, 1969, in loving 

detail as being of two periods 1708 

(the West front) and extended in 

1807, a century later, when William 

French Major, received the property 

as a bequest and enlarged the whole 

edifice mainly on the South side. 

From this same book (page 45) we have used as the frontispiece the 1968 drawing by 

Ralph Thurston of the buildings clearly illustrating the two halves of the building and 

the staircase window. Other pictures of parts are on pages 77, 173 and 177. The 

building is referred to in similar terms in The Buildings of England series 

Leicestershire & Rutland Pevsner & Williamson 1984. The house was originally built 

by John Massey, an attorney, who had also been involved in speculative ventures with 

Sir Wm Halford of Welham. It was identified as “the house in the north of 

Harborough now in possession of Mrs. French.” This piece of contemporary data was 

reported in Nicholl’s major work on History of Leicester, vol 2, part 2 p 492. 

 

We looked at the calendar of Parish Records 1531-1837 by Stocks & Bragg, 1926, for 

the French connection and found in 1732 Edmund was “Overseer of the Highways”, a 

parish appointment. Then in 1765 he was elected to be a “Town Feoffee” one of 13 

persons who gave their time for free to look after the roads, the poor, and the 

properties left to the town for charitable purposes. The Feoffees still operate in exactly 

the same way today under the Market Harborough and The Bowdens Charity. 

Edmund was titled a “Gent,” so he was above trade or business. When we looked 

further back for clues where the wealth to build such a mansion had been accumulated 

we only found two mentions of French. The earliest 1589 and 1609 were to one 

Thomas French who owned land in Gt Bowden. Then another reference in 1631 when 

an Edward French and family, “tayler” (modern tailor) were lodging in the town 

without permission. The Major or Maier family are not mentioned. However we did 

find traces in other sources. He features in J C Davies Georgian Harborough as the 

first Commandant of the Harborough Volunteers in 1803. He is said at that time to be 

30 years of age. The Leicester Chronicle 10 June 1808 reports a dinner given by Capt 

Adams and the subalterns to their Captain Commandant W F Maior, Esq, for his zeal 

to the corps. He appears twice as W F Mayor on the Charity boards in the south porch 

of St Dionysius church, in 1808 and in 1817 (the paint is peeling and this is difficult 

to read.) In 1820 Wm French Major of MH was one of the County Sheriffs, so was 

obviously well entrenched in the area. The Volunteers trained behind what became 
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the Duke of Wellington pub at 47 High St which co-incidentally was owned by 

Poyntz Owston Adams, solicitor and Volunteer captain. 

 

We also checked the Parish Records for hints about the John Massey responsible for 

the original building of 1708. John Massey is not named as such but a Mr Massey was 

the attorney representing the three surviving feoffees in the great series of cases of the 

1714 to 1726 Suit in Chancery which takes up some half the volume, severely 

depleting the funds of the town charity. His opposing solicitor for the new feoffees 

was Thos Peach who was able to buy Dingley Hall. Other Massey’s were featured 

namely Thomas and William. 

 

In the 1777 enclosure awards there is said to be a mention of an inn in one of the 

buildings just south of the entrance gates. This was called the Horse and Trumpet and 

was not to survive for long. Just at that point would have been when the south bound 

coaches might have made a trumpet call to alert the ostlers at “their” inn to prepare 

the change of horses. Post houses changed horses whilst the passengers disembarked 

to rest temporarily from 

the rigours of the 

journey. The Elms must 

have been a noisy place 

if the old building faced 

the road and every south 

bound coach trumpeted 

its imminent arrival to 

the Angel, Swans, 

George, Talbot or Bell, 

which were the primary 

Coaching Inns as you 

progress down the High 

St. One can have visions 

of an ancient form of 

Formula 1 Pit-stops 

with 4 horses being 

exchanged while the 

coachman is still 

wetting his whistle. The 

picture on the left shows 

Capt of Volunteers reviewing his troops out of sight on the left. He is in front of the 

Angel Inn. This picture features in Hidden Harborough, Sam Mullins. 1985 p 32. 

 

In 1791 The Elms was the home of Ann Rowland French, gent. She also paid a levy 

on 3 closes of land. She was the widow of Edmund French and sister of Rowland 

Rouse. Therefore she was aunt to Richard Rouse Bloxham of Rugby. She died 1807. 

[Source; Householders of 1791 appendix in J C Davies Georgian Harborough.1969.] 

The estate, including the 3 closes and “The Elms,” left by her husband devolved onto 

his great nephew, William Major, the son of the late Thomas Major. He seems to have 

been a minor, aged 18 in 1791, but still lived with his widowed mother at 44 High St 

at the time in 1807 when he inherited and extended “The Elms.” Very complicated 

and difficult to explain to the current crop of Overseas students being educated at 

Brooke House College. What they would understand is that Ann French could not 

leave property to her brother but she was able to leave him an income of £800 for life. 
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That is a very generous sister!! He noted this in his notes meticulously kept. [Source; 

The Book of Market Harborough, 1984, page 68] The 1791 Poor Law lists show The 

Elms in the occupation of Mrs Ann Rowland French, gentry widow, repeated in J C 

Davies Georgian Harborough. She is still there in the 1796 Universal Directory. W F 

Maier is the freeholder of 44 High St where his mother is living.  

 

The 1811 census and Holden’s 1811 Directory listing puts W F Maior, in The Elms, 

as Deputy Lord Lieutenant of the County, with a household of 3 males and 7 females 

including also Edmund Maior, Captain of the Northants militia. 

 

We also found a reference in the 25
th

 Oct 1898 issue of the MH Advertiser to the 

memory of one old timer, Joseph Wilford, of Shropshire Place. He recalled that 

“when they moved to Harborough in about 1823, Mr Major lived at The Elms. Mr 

Major would have a lot of lads go to the House on Sundays, whoever was the best 

scholar would be given money. The Bishop made him a parson and he moved to 

Theddingworth where he is buried.  

 

 

When Joseph started to work he did so for Wm Brookes. This worthy occurs 

elsewhere in the story when Joseph recalls that travelling teams of Actors would 

arrive for a Fair and stay until their plays no longer attracted the audiences. Then they 

would go to old Sir William and ask for money to move to their next venue.” “Arts 

Fresco” Victorian style? 
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The 1822 Pigot’s Directory of Mkt Harborough, has no entry for “gentry” nor French. 

The 1828 Pigot’s Directory shows W F Major Esq, as gentry at The Elms. 

 

We found Rev William French Major, completed and signed, in a thin spidery hand, 

the Marriage Register for Theddingworth from 1833 to 1837. The burial register 

above shows he changed from Curate to Vicar between January and July 1840. There 

are not a lot of marriages every year but the burial register, still in the church, shows a 

firm hand, probably of the parish clerk, until William’s own burial on 4
th

 November 

1842 age 69. W F Major must have sold the Elms to the de Capell Brooke’s in about 

1830. That was when he was ordained Deacon and allotted by the Bishop of Lincoln 

to Kings Norton and Stretton Parva, Leics. (www.theclergydatabase.org.uk) In an 

article for the first Harborough Historian in 1984, J C Davies confirms that was the 

date that Dame Mary de Capell Brooke bought the house. She lived until 1835 

bequeathing the house to her two sons. Arthur lived near Corby and William, a 

barrister, lived here. 

 

There was a book called Family Topographer, Saml. Tymms 1835, which listed The 

Elms as the seat of Wm de Capell Brooke Esq., whose father, Sir A de C Brooke was 

at Gt Oakley Hall. 

 

In 1840 the Railway Age emerged taking southbound passengers from the North to 

Leicester where they entrained for Rugby & London. Harborough was bypassed and 

posting trade was lost. The only coaches to leave Harborough were the Criterion from 

the Angel to meet the trains at Leicester and the Royal Mail from the Swans to 

Northampton. Strangely there is no mention of coaches to Rugby to go south. 
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The Tithe map of 1852 shows the extent of the land holding within the parish of 

Harborough and lists the owners and occupiers.  

 

The Elms stands in a plot of 

land which extends into the 

neighbouring parish of Gt 

Bowden so goes off the 

map. The Elms land 

extends between Leicester 

Rd and Burnmill Rd and 

was owned and occupied by 

Wm de Capell Brooke. The 

house adjoining their land 

south on Leicester Rd now 

numbered 11 was also 

owned by Sir Wm but was 

occupied by one Sarah Carr 

and others. This was the 

surname of the publican for 

many years at the Three 

Swans, so might have been 

where the Horse and 

Trumpet was. There is a 

story in the 18
th

 Oct 1898 

Advertiser from the 

memory of an “old ‘un” 

that the Horse and Trumpet 

was there and that the 

“Grapes” was between that and the lane. The memory also extended to naming other 

inns and their sites. 

 

On the plan The Elms is numbered 266. The Parish boundary is in red on the original. 

The properties from 1 Leicester Rd (257 on plan) through to 11 Leicester Rd (265 on 

plan) form a terrace of great interest to Georgian eyes. Rarely does one see people 

entering or leaving. That is because most are now accessed from the grounds of the 

college which uses them as accommodation and day rooms. In previous history books 

many of the features of these houses have been photographed. 

 

In 1852 plot number 264 was occupied by John Holman and owned by Thomas 

Barfoot Saunt, who owned and occupied the large house and outbuildings on the 

opposite side of the road. At the rear of the plot is a two storey building. Later this 

building was to be the boot factory of George P Trasler, a part time school room and 

the first office of the M H Building Society. A son became a solicitor and their brass 

plate, polished almost smooth, is still visible in town. Douglass, Trasler & Lowe. 

 

The British Gazetteer, by Benj. Clarke of 1852, has an entry for Harborough which 

mentions The Elms, The Angel and the Three Swans. It also mentions St Dionysius 

and not much else. 
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Subscription lists have been recorded inside copies of Edward Trollope’s Illustrations 

of Ancient Art 1854, which show that Wm de C B, at The Elms, MH, held 2 copies 

and his father Sir A de C B also had two at Oakley Hall. 

 

In Dec 1858 Sir Wm de Capell Brooke of The Elms 

succeeded to the baronetcy when his father, Sir Arthur 

Brooke, 67, died at Oakley Hall, the family seat near 

Corby. (MH Advertiser 31 Mar 1896 Old Diary & S 

Midlands Free Press Kettering 11 Dec 1858.) In 1861 

Chas Lucas died, he had been gardener to Wm de C 

Brooke for 25 years. The item does not say where but 

presumably at The Elms. (MHA14 Apr 1896 Old Diary) 

A picture of Sir Wm appeared in The Book of MH as on 

the left. 

 

The 1869 Order of Battle of the Prince Albert’s Own 

Leicestershire Yeomanry lists D Troop Officers as Capt 

R de Capell Brooke and Lt James 

Douglass both with an address of 

The Elm, Market Harborough. 

This is according to their website 

www/paoyeomanry.co.uk, complete with spelling mistakes. 

The picture on the right is Captain E M P de Lisle. Pictured in 

PAOLYC Hussar Captains uniform, Squire Everard March 

Phillips de Lisle (1862-1947) commanded C Squadron from 

1902-6. The D Troop uniform would have been similar. 

 

In the 1871 census Sir Wm and Catherine de Capell Brooke, 

with two sons and retinue of 8 servants were in residence at 

The Elms. One married son Arthur Hatson de Capell Brooke, 

his wife Eleanor with two daughters lived there also. The 

unmarried son was Charles Edward. Their eldest son Richard 

was just up the road at The Poplars. This was on de Capell 

Brooke land but in a different parish. Sir Wm was one of the county JP’s and 

therefore was the head of the local magistrates’ bench. It was unusual for any town to 

have a JP living in it as they were usually country gentlemen or clergy. Sir Wm and 

his wife were notable benefactors to the townsfolk and the institutions. We also see 

that in 70 years from 1803, the time of Wm F Maior, who officered the Volunteers 

Infantry at their base half way down High St, the current owners, the de Capell 

Brooke’s, officer the Yeomanry Cavalry which trained on the paddock of the Cherry 

Tree Inn, Coventry Rd, now the Coop supermarket carpark next to Yeomanry Court.  
 

In the 1881 census Sir Wm and Catherine, with one son Charles Edward and retinue 

of servants were in residence at The Elms. Their eldest son Richard was still up the 

road at The Poplars. 

 

The Hon Lady Catherine Brooke died, age 82, in Nov 1884, neither her husband nor 

son was well enough to attend the funeral. Sir Wm died, age 84, in Mar 1886 and the 

baronetcy passed to Sir Richard along with the family estates in Gt Oakley, Corby and 

Youghal, Ireland. He also took over as a JP. 
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The paper the week before the death was announced had a report that the local council 

were worried that the wall of Sir Wm was leaning over with an eleven inch lean. My 

feeling was that the de Capell Brooke family had other worries at that time. 

 

There is a report that the grounds of Elm Park were used for a major band contest 

when 14 bands took part to share a number of prizes. [Source MHA 5th June 1888] 

 

An intriguing item in the Local Board report MH Advertiser (MHA) of 7
th

 Oct 1890, 

says R de Capell Brooke offered to the Board the old ropewalk up Burnmill Road for 

a road. Earlier records explain that the carpet factory in Factory Lane was also the 

rope works which require a long straight walk to twist the hemp into twine or rope. 

 

Following the death of Sir Richard in February 

1892, “The Elms” was advertised by Holloway 

Son & Price in April for auction. The estate 

included 7 enclosures of pasture and adverts 

appeared in April and May. When the auction 

was reported 2
nd

 August MHA it announced 

“The Elms” had failed to sell and been 

withdrawn at £16,000. By 27 Sept the decision 

had been taken to let it as a hunting box. In 

August the next year, 1893, is a note in the local 

paper that the tenants are Dr Grant and a Mr 

Burgess who are using it as a Sunday School. 

 

In the 1894 list of electors The Elms was 

occupied by Sir Arthur de Capell Brooke, bart. 

There does not seem to be an entry in the 1895 

Kelly’s Directory. 

 

Lady Catherine died in 1884, Sir Wm de Capell 

Brooke died 1886 and his son Sir Richard in 

1892. When Sir Arthur moved back to the 

family seat near Corby, the Executors of Sir Richard de Capell Brooke sold their High 

Elms Park to John W Newcombe in 1895. It seems probable “The Elms” was one of 

the “three good residences” rather than of the “15 other houses” mentioned in the 

article in the Harborough Advertiser of 12 Mar 1895. From looking at other deeds of 

houses on Leicester Rd, J W Newcombe promptly sold the freehold back to the sitting 

tenants for most of the park properties. In the case of “The Elms” it seems this was 

sold to Edward J Symington per a report MHA 9 Apr 1895. It had been untenanted for 

some time. It stayed in Symington family or company hands for many years. From the 

report in 1896 about the Horse show it must be presumed that E J Symington had 

been allowed to buy the house and garden only and not the Park which was retained 

by J W Newcombe. In the 11
th

 July MH Advertiser was a report on a treat for the 

children of the British School in the park. In the 30
th

 Jul 1895 Advertiser was a report 

of a treat being hosted by the Temperance Society in Elms Park which had been lent 

for the purpose by J W Newcombe. He advertised eight acres of grass in the Park for 

sale. [MHA 3Sep1895]  Building on the Park was reported in the MH Advertiser of 24 

December 1895. Park land left was dubbed “High Elms Park” when the Newcombe’s 

came to sell it. In the Museum collection is a photograph of the sweeping High Elms 

Park taken for the purposes of sale. This has been published in Estates Gazette March 
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1898 and was by G Speight. A copy appears on page 90 of Harborough in Camera 

Pam Aucott 1992. 

 

Work in The Elms was being done in 1895 as Thomas Hickman, builder, had one of 

his painters up in court for stealing. [MHA 13 Jul 1895]. 

 

The Harborough Horse Show first held in 

1896 was in the Elms Park by permission of J 

W Newcombe, the new owner. This event was 

moved in 1897 to the Cricket field as “Elms 

Park” was to be built by Wm H Symington for 

his own occupation (DE2284/606) and the 

Lodge house on Leicester Rd also in 1897. 

(DE2284/631) The house is now known as 

“Park House” and is converted to apartments. 

The Lodge house has been extended upward 

for use as an office. 

 

Stabling access for “The Elms” was from 

Burnmill Rd. The stable block faced away 

northwards up the hill. The family rooms 

faced either the road or south over the town. 

This was obviously to put the horses away 

from the house downwind. On exactly that 

same side the stabling of “Elms Park” was to 

be sited when that was built. 

 

In October 1892 Robert Symington had died 

suddenly. His 1886 “Fairlawn” on the other 

side of Leicester Rd was sold to Geo Katz 

Warren, who from 1884 was a backer of the 

Symington corsetry business. The Symington family picture is from Ian Symingtons 

family book on the corset branch. 

 

When the Symington family business became a Limited Liability Company in 

October 1898 the list of the Subscribers included another brother, Edward Johnson 

Symington and Eliza his wife, each of The Elms. They had subscribed for 3,500 

shares of the 130,000 available. Another 5,000 shares were taken by George W 

Wilson, Commercial Agent, of The Elms. He had been the chief salesman and in 

1906 became the Managing Director of the corset company. Ian C Symington’s book 

on the corset business mentions that G W Wilson was a bachelor always looking for 

lodgings. The Elms must have been ideal but in 1903 he went to stay with Frederick 

G Cox, another director, for three weeks whilst he looked for suitable new lodgings. 

In the event he stayed 22 years. 

 

By 1903 “The Elms” was still the family home for Edward J and Eliza Symington. 

Unfortunately he was to die there in November of that year after a comparatively 

short illness. E J had been married twice in 1888 and 1892 to two sisters and one 

child from each marriage survived to become directors of the corset company. 
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In the M H Advertiser of 19
th

 April 1904 is a report that Holloway Son & Price had 

auctioned The Elms, it was bought by Wm Flint for £4,050. We believe from other 

sources that certain of the girls in the Flint family had taken the veil, become nuns 

and were running an orphanage in the 1890’s in the building on the Coventry Rd next 

to the old Congregational manse. Acquiring The Elms as an orphanage and/or 

convent would have been ideal. Later notes by the R & W H Symington Company 

suggest the building was a convent school before the company bought it in 1920. One 

of the plans submitted for authority approval in May 1907 was for the Pytchley 

Garage on the other side of Leicester Rd. The block plan drawn on this submission 

shows that The Elms was already a “convent school”.[DE2284/966] A reference to 

the use as a hostel for orphans was included by Ian Symington, History of R & WH 

Symington, 2004, but he did not mention nuns and suggested it was after 1920. An 

informant Mr J McEvoy, retired Catholic schoolmaster, was scathing and called these 

mythical nuns. Mythical or not the house was the subject of an auction sale by J 

Toller Eady, auctioneer, on 24
th

 February 1920, on behalf of the owner, Wm Flint 

Esq. Douglass & Trasler were the solicitors. This notice found its way into the 

archives of R & W H Symington Ltd. [DE3429/4/] 

 

The sources are very quiet about the building’s use during the 1914 – 18 War. The 

next building up the Leicester Road, “Elms Park,” built 1897, had become a 

convalescent home for wounded officers. 

 

During the next few years there would have been a revolution on the other side of the 

Leicester Road as the Motor age exploded onto Market Harborough. In the Museum 

collection is an early photo from the gates of Brooke House of the Regent Garage Ltd, 

successors to Pytchley Garage who had occupied the site from 1907. 
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In 1920 R & WH Symington Ltd put in a plan to convert “The Elms” into a hostel. 

The designer was the in-house architect employed at the Factory, Geo T Reeve. 

(DE2284/1266) This is the only known plan for “The Elms” from 1880 to 1950 

deposited for building control permits. The girls hostel was to be run by Miss Perry 

Gold Symington – 1923, whose achievements are listed in Ian Symington’s History of 

R & WH Symington, 2004. 

 
The left hand part of the 1920 plan by G T Reeve for the alterations to form a hostel. As this is 

a reduction the scale does not apply. 
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The right hand part of the 1920 plan by G T Reeve for the alterations to form a hostel. 

These plans are part of the County Heritage collection at the Record Office. 
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The company archives deposited at Wigston contain some gems amongst the 

correspondence from the Managing Director Mr Howett. There is the letter of 18 Mar 

1921 to Truman & Knightley of London explaining that the company had bought the 

property for £4,000 about 1920, spent money to create a hostel for up to 50 girls 

brought into the town but never used it because of a downturn in trade. There is one 

photo of a drawing room and a number of 

the front for sale purposes. [DE3429/4/5-

14] There is a contemporary pencil plan in 

the writing of GT Reeve showing building 

plots above the present buildings. 

[DE3429/4/15]. The Wigston deposit has 

all the 1921 letters written in response to 

the advertising of the building as a 

potential school.DE3429/5 etc. It has the 

requests from the CETS [Church of 

England Temperance Society] for 

information as they wanted to use it as a 

home for inebriate men as a part of their 

Police Courts Mission work. There were two quotations in 1926 for the demolition 

and clearance of the complete range of buildings. The building survived. 

 

The usage of The Elms in this period is vague as the company did not make full use 

of it as a girls’ hostel. There are two financial statements for 1923-5 period which 

show they earned £1,164 from boarders in 1922 and £1,119 from boarders in 1923. 

The 1925 caretaker was a Mr Taylor who earned £130 pa. The garden produce was 

sold for about £10 over the year.  

 

A 1923 photograph exists of 

the kitchen garden taken 

from an upper floor window. 

The backs of the houses on 

Burnmill can just be seen. 

This photograph is of the 

kitchen garden, greenhouse 

and vegetable beds. 

 

There is another archive of 

letters in the Harborough 

Museum. The company 

wrote a letter (which survives 

in the Museum) in 1924 to a 

prospective occupier which 

explains they bought the 

house and grounds for £3,800 then spent £7,000 converting it to a hostel for their 

workpeople. They explain that the previous occupiers were nuns, who had removed 

their convent school to other church premises in Leicester. These company office 

notes discovered in 1988 also mentioned an attempt to sell the property 19
th

 Jan 1921 

and an attempt to find occupiers in 1923. These notes say that in 1924 the occupier 

was A S Neill, but surviving correspondence referred to later might not back up that 

note. Among the museum files of the company was an exchange of letters. The 
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building had been advertised in the Times Educational Supplement of 28
th

 June 1924 

as a boarding school for sale or to let. One of the replies came from A S Neill, MA, 

Director of the International Division of the New School of Hellerau, near Dresden in 

Germany. This school had earlier been called the Dalcroze School. He was interested 

in moving his international school to England and wished to know details of the 

buildings and costings. The company replied three days later with details. The reply 

from Mr Neill was penned 2 weeks later saying he was unable to spend more than a 

certain amount per year for rent rates and would have to miss such a tempting offer. 

He mentions he is teaching many poor central European children who pay no fees. 

Unless the company agreed to reduce their rent then I do not believe that A S Neill 

did occupy the building for his school, but I will continue to search for clues. Part of 

this exchange is in the 

Wigston archive as 

DE3429/5/87. Another letter 

in December 1924 from this 

archive struck me. The CETS 

are the Church of England 

Temperance Society and 

unsuccessfully wanted to use 

the building as a refuge for 

intemperate men. Hardly the 

usage the people of Upper 

High St would appreciate. 

 

The company notes go on to 

explain that in May 1927 they 

let the building to the Central 

Committee on Women’s 

Training & Employment as a 

residential domestic training 

centre for the Overseas 

Settlement Dept of UK 

Government and Australian 

Government. The first 

students came in Sept 1927. 

This became known in 

Ministry of Labour parlance 

as the Harborough Centre and 

photographs taken in 1930 are 

kept in the National Archives 

under the sobriquet of “Labouring Men & Women.” An example appears below. This 

is backed up by the file at Wigston DE3429/7. In this the company MD corresponds 

with the formidable Miss N A Nanson, as she bulldozes her way through builders, 

gardeners, legal contracts and neighbours who need to access their garages over roads 

leading to the hostel. Oh! And another thing, you can dispose of your gas lights, we 

are installing electricity. Oh, my man, we are sending Miss Burdon to supervise the 

gardener to plant potatoes in the Upper Kitchen Garden. Make sure he is still 

available. Margaret Rutherford and Alistair Simm would have played these parts to 

perfection. 
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Alterations were made by local builder Mr Garlick who was still on site when the new 

Superintendent was due to arrive. Miss Nanson seems to blame Mr Howett personally 

for this builder’s failure, but concedes that the stables were removed on time. 

 

In 1927 therefore it was in use as the hostel belonging to the Australian Government 

for training women for work in Australia. The picture above shows them at work in 

the laundry. On 10
th

 December 1927, HRH the Duchess of York, received a warm 

welcome when she came to open it officially. It had been announced in the paper of 

9
th

 Dec what the likely times would be and there was a very good turnout. Full 

coverage appears in the MH Advertiser & Mail of 16
th

 December with photographs. 

This includes a potted history of the building and cost of conversion to a hostel. By 

this time there were 40 girls in training under a Miss Ball, the Superintendent. Local 

rumour still says this was for teaching domestic skills to the factory girls from 

Symington’s and all the other factories, who had made a mistake and were off to seek 

their future in Australia. The Duchess was later to be catapulted into an onerous life of 

duty when her husband, Albert, became George VI on the abdication of his elder 

brother Edward VIII. The memories of that day were recorded in the oral history 

series and entered Jane Barrows’ book “As I remember it.” Another local memory is 

that this was an establishment for training girls from poorer backgrounds to be fit for 

a life as a general domestic servant or a domestic career in catering, schools, colleges 

or hotels any where in the world. Photographs of the big day also appeared in 10
th

 and 

12
th

 Dec 1927 editions of the Leicester Mail. The 1928 edition of the MH Building 

Society book has a plan in the centre which calls the building “Australian Hostel.” 

 

It was so successful that in October 1929 another hostel was to open near Glasgow 

according to The Times 4
th

 Oct edition. The use of the Hostel was thrown into doubt 

when, in December 1929, the Australian Government decided to cease paying for 

assisted passage because the high level of unemployment in Australia. The Committee 

provided pressure on the Government who relented and agreed to assist women going 

for domestic service. The Times of the period was reporting these details starting from 

13 Dec 1929. Otherwise those 1930 photos would not have been taken. 

 

In the 1941 Kelly’s directory we found no entry. 
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Whilst talking to some of the older residents of Harborough it was obvious the 

training centre during the war was a magnet for the unattached servicemen posted to 

Harborough area. The airfield was RAF then became a centre for the USAF for the 

run up to D-Day. One resident suggested this was like bees round a honeypot, and the 

girls loved the attention they generated. More stories will emerge of the building 

during this period. 

 

In the 1954 Green’s directory it is marked as The Elms Training school and at the 

same address was a Mrs D M Winship. No 11 was occupied by a G B Harwood. 

 

At some time possibly start of winter term 1959 the Collegiate School left 40, High 

St, after about 30 years to move into The Elms. We found that in the 1925 Kelly’s 

Directory a private school run by Mr W H & Mrs E Pearce-Batten was in 40 High St. 

Charles Steevenson, now of Fisher German in no 40 High St, remembers well that he 

was in his first term at the Collegiate when they had to move premises, change 

uniform, name and badge. An article in the Harborough Advertiser & Mail 2
nd

 April 

1959 states that the owner of the school, Mr M J F Lynn, had bought the house “The 

Elms” from R & W H Symington & Co Ltd and had asked the de Capell Brooke 

family if they would allow him to rename the house and the school which would 

occupy it. The intention was to create in its new home a boarding prep school for boys 

between 8 & 13 with a kindergarten from age 4½. 

 

A photograph of the Collegiate school class of 1946 was published 31
st
 Jan 1985 in 

the Harborough Mail. The owner of the photograph, Frank Hayes, was at the school 

from age 7-11, all in the old building. In the 1954 Green’s Directory is an advert for 

Collegiate School at 40, High St. After the Collegiate School no 40 High St was 

gutted, renovated, heated and Fisher & Co moved in during 1960. 

 

From now on in its story the house will be 

called Brooke House. 

 

In the press clippings files in the Library 

is a prospectus from the 1981-2 academic 

year which has two photographs of 

Brooke House. One of these is of an ivy 

covered south front and one clean shaven 

with benches. This prospectus also 

emphasised the residential facilities it had 

spread around the town. 

 

During this period it was mainly a 

“Crammer” College for those who wished 

to retake exams to improve or to obtain a 

grade in a particular subject. 

 

The College evolved to earn the 

International status it has achieved. 

 

Charles Lister MA (Cantab) and his wife 

L*** a London BA, had bought the school but had suffered a few bad financial years. 

A young graduate from Ulster, Don Williams, came to gain teaching experience in the 
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Birmingham then the Leicester area and taught at Brooke House occasionally from 

Sept 1968. Liking what he saw, he lived in the flat above, stoked the boilers, attended 

to repairs and tried to improve the school. He worked for a pittance, ploughing 

everything back into the venture. Joan his wife joined him in the flat and took on 

some of the bursary duties. The Lister’s were looking for a junior partner to share 

costs and responsibilities. The Williams family fitted that and joined them in the 

venture. After a while the Lister’s wanted to move to pastures new so they were 

bought out by the William’s family who now own and manage the enterprise. Over 

the years there has been a succession of Principals at the college. Mrs F Collyer MA 

(Oxon) was an early one and there have been many senior tutors each providing their 

own specialities, expertise and knowledge for the pupils. All the time the Williams 

family have made full use of their own educational qualifications and have now been 

joined by son Giles Williams MA (Oxon.) 

 

The other buildings associated with Brooke House are  

BAGATELLE, 116, Burnmill Rd  

5 – 11 Leicester Rd 

42 High St 

School Lane 

36 – 38 Coventry Rd 

61 -63 Coventry Rd 

All these have the distinctive colour on the front door and the brass numbers, or they 

have the College sign outside. We will try to give some history for these separately. 

 

Bagatelle was built 1912 for B F Arthur to a design by W A Martin builder of Gt 

Bowden (DE2284/1152). There was an existing building on the plot already. It was 

bought by Hedley Roberts as his daughter Valere married from here in May 1920. 

Extensions were built in 1925 for Hedley 

Roberts and we do not yet know the 

architect or builder.(DE2284/1383) 

These extensions increased the number 

of bedrooms and built over the garage. 

The garage was a conversion of the 

original building on the site. He put 

roadways around the site in 1932 to 

serve the extensions.(DE2284/1801). He 

then made more alterations the same year 

(DE2284/1869) using T Hickman as his 

builder. 

 

The address was mentioned quite a few times in The Times from Sept 1929 when 

Mercy Roberts in Jun 1930 married H C Short who then wanted to hire a chauffeur 

and buy a house in Sussex or Hampshire. This hiring entry was 18
th

 Dec 1931. It was 

where Arno C Roberts died in 1949. His Requiem Mass was held at our Lady of 

Victories as reported on 8
th

 August 1949. Along with 18 acres it was for sale through 

Holloway Price & Sons in 1952. The advert appeared 20
th

 August 1952 Times. Who 

bought it we have not discovered, but a retired Rector of Kelmarsh aged 91, Rev John 

C Wall died here. (Times notice 22 Apr 1961) 

 

After its spell as dormitories for Brooke House College students, it has now been sold 

to CARE as a home. 
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42 High St in the 1880’s was the home and consulting rooms of one of Harborough’s 

surgeons Dr Frederick Grant. Only one plan has ever been deposited and that was for 

a bedroom extension over an existing ground floor enlarged study. (DE2284/231) 

 

The building is thought to have been built between 1824 when 43 was built and 1833. 

In 1791 it was the home and rooms of Nathaniel Shuttleworth, surgeon. The next year 

he married Elizabeth Wartnaby. The landlord who paid the land tax was a Mrs 

Goodhall. Both 

these statements 

come from J C 

Davies, Georgian 

Harborough, 

1969. 42 was still 

the home of Mrs 

Shuttleworth in 

the late 1830’s. 

The house is also 

described on 

pages 21, 22 and 

136 of the same 

book 

 

 

Picture of 42 High St in 1835 ish. No 42 is the one with the balcony. 

 

In the 1861 and 1871 censuses this was the home of the Francis family. He was a 

general practitioner, Westerham, Kent, born, with his family having been born in 

Harborough, from 20 years before. He retained 3 domestic servants. The index in the 

museum says he moved out in 1875. 

 

By the 1881 census the surgeon here is the Grant family mentioned above. His family 

was much younger the oldest being twins Harborough born and 3 years old. They 

retained 4 servants, the extra one was a nursemaid. Neither of these medical men 

employed a coachman or groom but there must have been stables behind. We found 

that Dr Grant had been in Harborough in 1871 but as a lodger at no 45. 

 

During 1886 another doctor joined and the practice was called Grant & Ray.  

The Grants had been joined by Dr Thomas Arnold Durrant by the 1894 Electors list 

and there was yet another surgeon, Irwin Moore, down the road at number 45. 

 

The building continued to house medical practices. In 1904 it was still Dr Durrant. 

Then in 1904 and 1916 it was Scott & Thomas, then in 1925 it was Scott and 

Spackman. By 1936 & 8 it was Dr C T Scott. 

 

For many years 42 served as the office for the Mkt Harborough Rural District 

Council, appearing as such in the directories. The first entry we saw was 1954. 
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5 – 11 Leicester Rd The only known deposited plan was for a bay window for W 

Smith in about 1903 built by W J Hufford builder of Fairfield Rd. (DE2284/809) This 

is a bay window with the front door beside it, steps to the footpath and the side entry 

beside that as one goes down the hill. This should be identifiable if the Bay window 

was ever inserted. It was not 7 or 11 which have no bay window. 

The drains were not re-laid until about 1942. (DE2284/2358) 

 

No 7 is the only two storey 

building in that terrace and 

was explored in depth on 

page 26 of J C Davies’ 

Georgian Harborough. 

1969 A picture appears as 

plate 11 on page 44 and 

fittings on 107 and 143, 

courtesy of the 1969 owner 

Lewis Palmer. In the same 

book the householders of 

1791 are listed. No entry 

appears for 1-11 because 

they were not then built. 

Page 26 dates this to after 

1831 from evidence of the deeds. Page 138 of this same book implies that Lewis 

Saunt was living in the top house of the terrace in 1835 when he was building the 

extension to The Paddocks, 41 High St, for his family. The extension is that part 

which juts out into the Leicester Rd causing a bottleneck.  

 

When we look at the 1894 electors list we can take a few guesses as to who then lived 

in which of these seven houses. The list actually has 14 family names for eleven 

houses. 11 was Geo P Trasler with Anne Hepworth as an elector. 10 was Joshua Pratt. 

9 was Geo Payne. 8 was Frank Trasler. 7 was Walter J Smith but he was possibly 

sharing a house with Frank Trasler. 6 was possibly Fanny Mosedale and Thomas 

Ward with Mrs Fox for the storage at the back. 5 was Wm Millborn. 4 was John West. 

3 was Zachariah Wilson, jnr. 2 was John Harley. 1 was Fox, Elizabeth & Susan. 

 

1891 census has 14 places for names; G P Trasler and Mrs A Hepworth. Pratt, Payne, 

2 unoccupied then W J Smith. Miss Lucy Mutton and some one who “slept away” 

were followed by Hy Meadows, Wm Millbourne and John West. Rayworth then Mrs 

& Miss Fox in the corner grocery shop.  

1881 census names are 14. Fox at no 1, Lock at 2, Meadows, Walls, Abraham, 

Millborne, Huckett, Pollard & Lee, Burgess, Goward, Goldsmith, Fox & Gurden and 

Geo P Trasler family at no 11. 

1871 names were 16 family units Fox at no1, Lock at 2, Eagle, empty, Abrahams, 

Fairall, Huckett, empty, Pollard and Tayler, empty, Holman, Gurdon & Fox, Geo 

Trasler family at no 11. This is 12 locations so two more were sharing. 

 

These are the main tracing sources and show a fairly constant turnover of inhabitants 

with No 1 the demolished grocery shop of the Fox family and no 11 occupied as a 

house and bootmaker’s workshop by the Trasler family. Some of the other names 

repeat but swap round. There is therefore a chance one list had the tenant on the 

ground floor before the tenant on the upper floor and before the tenant on the top 
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floor, whereas the next list was the other way round. Gurdon & Fox, two retired ladies 

at no 10, was a case in point. Pollard was the wild card name which ruined that 

theory. 

 

 

School Lane 

 
This was built as the National School for boys and infants in about 1836. It was 

expanded by adding an upper floor for girls about 1860. It was a Church school in 

competition with the British Schools run by the Independents (or Dissenters) on 

Fairfield Rd. It gave its name to the lane on which it was sited. Over the years until 

the new school was built on Coventry Rd these buildings were improved and enlarged 

at the rear. Once the School moved to a new building where the St Joseph’s Primary 

School is now sited these buildings were taken over by the Oddfellows movement as a 

Hall and centre. Later it was used as an Adult education centre run by the Wesleyans. 

Hence the carved lintel over the porch, with Wesleyan as an afterthought. 

 

36 – 38 Coventry Rd 

The two buildings next door now occupied as student accommodation were occupied 

in 1871 census by a school maam, Miss Goodman and a tailor next door. The 

occupation in the 1881 census is more difficult to work out. By 1894 the occupiers are 

Geo Simpkin and Wm Pettifer jnr., and the hall is the Oddfellows Hall. 

 

61 -63 Coventry Rd 

In the 1894 list of electors these were occupied by Mrs Dudgeon and John Rodgers. 

Easy to tell because they were between the second Grammar School and the vicarage 

of the day. In the 1881 census the occupiers are Henry Coleman and Charles 

Burgoigne and in 1871 Henry Coleman and Rebecca Birch’s lodging house were 

there. 

One old photo appears which shows the then occupier of no 63 outside. 
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Heygate St Science Laboratories 
This is one of the newer locations for the College. Newly built on a site with a strange 

shape in an area of the town with a history. We came across a picture from 1951 of a 

derelict garage or store which was just the place for the poster people to put up three 

small billboards. Shropshire Place had already been demolished in the slum clearance 

programme of the 1930’s. It still only contains a few lockup garages but has no name. 

 

 
 

What it looks like today is 
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