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This image of the Assembly Rooms was chosen as thesfinsbolof York Georgian Society
Underneath is the distinctive signature of tHgst Chairman, Oliver Sheldon



Before the Second World War, the tall Victorian house at6 Driffield Terrace,
York, was hometo Lt Col. John Acton Brooke, eldest son of John Kendall Brooke
of Sibton Park in Suffolk and his wife Daphne, daughter of thaté Henry Darley

of Aldby Park in the North Riding of Yorkshiré

On 24 April 1939, Mrs Booke hosted adrawing-room meeting at her
Driffield Terrace home. Abouttwenty peoplewere summoned andwe know that
among them were Alderman JB. Morrell and Canon Chancellor Frederick
Harrison, both of whom were keenly interested in York history. Mrs Charles
Needhamwas doubtless there, because she had hefu Mrs Brooke arrange the
meeting; - OO0 . AAAEAIT 6WouldEAO Aakd Aeen invited. Other
invitations had probably gone out toa local solicitor, Lt Col H.C. Scottto a local
consultant surgeon G.S. Hugheg the architect J.H. Rutherfordto local historian
and archivist the Rev. Angelo Raine, andto several other interested parties,
including a director of Rowntree and Co. called Oliver SheldcrThe special guest
was Rupert Alec-Smith, who had been invitedto address the company on the
threats then posed to Georgian architecture. AleSmith wasthe founder, and
honorary secretary, of the Georgian Societydr East Yorkshirg and the real
purpose of the meeting was to discuss the possibility of foundingreew branch of
his society in York3 In the event,Alec-:3 I EOE S O A A AighlyQudceshd| OA A
fired with enthusiasm, the meeting concluded with the appaitment of a
committee. A few days later,Paul Crombie, a young local solicitoragreed to
become acting secretary, an®liver Sheldonbecameacting chairman. The first
meeting of the provisional committee of the York Georgian Society took place
as is reorded in the surviving handwritten minutes z on 16 May 19394 Mrs
Brooke thus made a vital but brief, contribution to the York Georgian Society
before passng out of the societyd @nnals. Two months after her drawing room
meeting, her husband succeededa his Suffolk inheritance, and thecouple left
York.



The events which led up to this drawing room meeting are worth
examining closdy for what they reveal about the society and its future roleA
taste for Georgian architectue and art was a new thing irthis period. Until then,
Georgian buildings had been little regardeq neither old nor venerable enough
for preservation or protection.> But between 1937 and 1939 no fewer than three
societies, includingthe one in York,were founded with the aim of proteding

Georgian architecture andoromoting Georgian taste.

The Georgian Group was foundeoh London in 1937, initially as a section
of the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings (SPAB). Smart, militant,
with a band of energetic, well connected yaiful founders, it was established to
protest, and fight, against the rapid disappearance through redevelopment of
I TATT180 EET A ' AT OCE Phfough Qubliéitg HDAHgO OGIAT EAOEO
cases (not all of which it won) it did much to raise the @orgian profile, in
London and nationally8 A smaller organisation, but oneestablished at almost
exactly the same time, was the Georgian Society for East Yorkshire, founded
under the auspices of the East Riding Antiquarian Society by Rupéktec-Smith,
then aged onlytwenty-four, whose familyowned a timber-importing business in
Hull. AlecSmith was appalled by the destruction and threats to Georgian
buildings in Hull and the surrounding county and he determined to save as many

of them as possibl€.

These two societies shared the same aims, though they were very
different in character. Their simultaneous founding was no accidentsince
Rupert Alec-Smith had beun corresponding with one of the future Georgian
Group foundersin 1936. This was Lord Derwent of HacknessHall, in the North
Riding of Yorkshire (189%1949). On 2 December 1936 ord Derwent had
raised the question of endangered Georgian buildings in a speech to the House of
Lords, where he suggested that the Royal Commission on Historical Monuments
should list important Georgian buildingsworthy of preservation. This speech
triggered much publicity in the national press aboutthe threats to Georgian

buildings evident throughout the country. During the early months of the



following year, Derwent and dhers founded the Georgian Groupand he became

chairman?8

Meanwhile, Rupert AleeSmith had written a letter to the Yorkshire Post
on 9 December 1936 about the dangers to Georgian buildings locally. Lord
Derwent read this letter and wrote to AleeSmith, encouragng him to set up an
East Yorkshire Georgian Society, to complemettte Georgian Groupin London.
Over the next few months the two corresponded regularly about their new
societiesand Lord Derwent becamepresident of the Georgian Society for East

Yorkshire.®

Both Lord Derwent and Rupert AleeSmith were keen toset up another
Georgian society to cover the North RidingThey decided that the East Riding
Georgiansshould set up a North Ridingbranch (they already had a branch at
Beverley) and Lord Dewent set to work gathering namedor a provisional North
Riding committee. One ofthose he lobbied was C.W.C.Needham Charles
Needham wasan architect and town planner, resident in YorkHe promised to
find a prospectivebranch secretary but, despite his efforts, no-one would accept.
The North Riding plan then fell into abeyance, and the focus shifted to Yoik.
December 1938 AleeSmith told Derwentq, O) Al OOUET ¢ 01 DPAOOOA
CAO 11 xEOE OEA & Oi AGETT 1T &£ A Mibei EOOCAA
AT ETC A BOAAO AAAI B

It was at this point that Oliver Sheldon stepped in. Sheldon had been a
director of Rowntree and Co. since 1931. He was then agfedlty -five, resident in
a Georgian house in Bishopthorpe and collector of Georgian antiques. Havas
deeply interested in the history of Yorkand he was a great friend, colleague and
protégé of his fellow Rowntreedirector and lover of old York, B. Morrell.11
Sheldon however,had his own agendaln late January 1939 Sheldon wrote to
Rupert AlecSmith, whom he knew, if only slightly. The ostensible reason for
writing was to ask for a copy of the first annual report of theEast Yorkshire
Georgiarsh O1 OEAO EA Ai 01 A ObpOO ET ButtbeOl DPAO AE
real purpose ofthe letter soon A AAT A A1l AAO8 O) 1T AEAAT OAT 1 U8 h



ATpu T &£ A 1AOOAO )B0A OAT O OF OEA 91 OEOE]
response to a Press report that the York City Council was to earmark,&30 for a
scheme of restoration of, T OA " O OI dgnifiGebtiAdséndly RoomsWhile
welcoming the scheme, Sheldonwas worried that the rooms would be

insensitively modernised. His Pressetter said:

May | express the earnest hope that the new scheme of
decoration and lighting will harmonise with the origial conception of
the architect..The City is not dealing here simply withne of the oldest
and most central dance halso use the words of your notice; it is
dealing with a fine piece of Georgian architecture in which the interior

decorative and lighing effects are more than incidental.

Sheldon told AleeSmith:
4EA AOOEAIT A ET OEA 91 OEOEEOA %OATET C
iTAAOT OUOOAI 1T &£ I ECEOETI C6 xEEAE £EI T O |
course, it could be done quite suitably if the Corpton took good
advice on the scheme. They may have done but | think a little

correspondence in the papers would make sure that it was done.

The real reason for writing, then, was that Sheldon hoped to raise a
campaignto ensure that the Council did nothng to the Assembly Rooms without

first taking expert advice. Alec3 | EOE & O  intdrésts,CattAokity and

contacts, were what Sheldonvanted.12

3 E A1 Awoid 6nCthe ear of AleeSmith bore fruit. The latter passed
BEATATT860 1 AOOAO At okdDérivent whd repled to AigcA BT x A
Smith:

4EA DPAOOIT UT O xAT O O1 CcAO ETIA 1T £
Morrell. See if he is there now and ask for an interview, in my name, if
ur 6 1EeAs ,AO0 T A ETTx A0 (AAET AOOQ EE

|dl write to the Presss3
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The handwritten minutes of the first meeting of York Georgian Society, 16 May 1939

Lord Derwent (left) and Oliver Sheldon (right). This picture was taken i84T when the York
Georgian Society visited Hackness Hallinthe NattiE AET Ch , i g@at. $AOx ATl 080



JB. Morrell no doubt supported Sheldon, and soo’lec-Smith had metthe York
City Engineerand got an agreement fromthe City Councilthat the East Yorkshire
Georgianscould submit a memorandum of advice about the decoration of the
Rooms. Although the outbreak of war halted the scheme the memorandum

remained a key documentvhen restoration went aheadtwelve years later14

Sheldon thus succeeded in his objective But his actions had fateful
consequences. Byringing his interest in Georgianbuildings and his undoubted

powers of persuasionto the notice of AleeSmith and Lord Derwent, he was

swept into their schemeto set up a branch of the Georgians in York. By March

1939, Alec Smithwas reporting to Derwent that things were & last movingg, O4 E A

thing has got going largely due to the efforts of a Mrs Brooke, andcartain Mr
Sheldon, a director of Rowntre® EAO AAAT AP DBl thi® Nds
premature. Sheldon was not keen on a new societit. was at this point that Mrs

Brooke and Mrs Needham made their crucial intervention. Their enthusiasm

OAAOAO

brought Rupert Aleec3 I EOE O1 AAAOAOO - OOmettiog andc A6 O AOA

Sheldonfinally agreed tobe chairman ofthe York Georgian Society®

This story is worth retelling at length becauseit raises some interesting
points about the new society. First, unlike the other Georgiars, it was not
established asa response to threats toGeorgian buildings.Despite apathy and
neglect, Georgian buildingsn the city were not disappearingon a large scale or
at a rapid rate There was concern about important buildings like the Assembly
Rooms,but no groundswell of public opinion for a preservation society. Whout
the intervention of Alec-Smith and Derwent there would have been nosociety.
Secondly, because the York Georgian Society was not foundasl a protest
organisation, it was ableto focusto a greater degredn its early yearson the task
of bringing Georgian art and architecture to the widest possible public. He
enthusiasm in York for a Georgian Society, once kindledyas intense. This
perfectly showedthat the newinterest in the Georgan period was not just about
preservation: it was about taste and fashionand, further, about how Georgian

planning anddesigncould havevital lessonsfor the presentday. Thirdly, Oliver



Oliver Sheldon, Chairman of the York Georgian Society, 22991

MisslsabellaPressly, Honorary Secretary of York Georgian Society, $2981.



Sheldon, the inspiration and guiding lighof the York Geagian Societyduring its
first twelve years, was clearly notits founder. But he was perceivedasits natural
leader. His talents were obvious an interest in the Georgian period, knowledge
of how to get things done, ad a keen eye for publicity Lastly, the York Georgian
Society was from the first entirely independent. Itrefused to bea branch of
Rupert Alec3 | E OE 6 O ard AldcSitD Was even left off its committee 16
The concentrated remit of York meant that the society could readily be directed

by its leaderstowards a specific visionfor the city.

The purpose of this paper igo look at the frst twelve years of the York
Georgian SocietyD1T AAO / 1 E O énh@irmanBhfo TS miaydnét seemalong
period, but it was a crucial one.lt established a pattern of activity, to be followed
in the yearsto come It was also adistinctive period. One aspectwhich may seem
puzzling, and sois worth investigating, is why the society, afterthis uncertain
start, came to be so populaiNumbers of members r@e from 58 in 1940, to 941

by 1951 (see figure 1)17 This growth wasphenomenal How can it be explained?

The society was foundedduring difficult times. Between the first
provisional committee meeting in May and thepublic inaugural meeting z with
Lord Derwent as guest speaker in October,war had broken out.But one of the
strengths of the societywas that its committee members were a small group who
knew each other wel| often through activity in other cultural organisations.
About two-thirds of the committee were Yorkshire Architectural and York
Archaeological Societ( YAYAS)members, with aound half on, or formerly on,
YAYAS council. About three-quarters of the Georgian committeewere also
Yorkshire Philosophical Society members, with around a third o its council.
YAYAS covered the architectural, historical and archaeological heritage of York
and the county, while the Philosophical Society}covered social and natural
sciences, including archaeologyl'he GeorgianSocietythus complemented these
other societies. When York Civic Trust was formed in 1946 it tooattracted

Georgiansas members and officerg?8



The leaders of York Georgian Society were drawn from business and the
professions. The first committee included two solicitors, two architects, two
businessmen, two clergymen, aoctor and a teacher. Their combined interests
embraced Georgian buildings, arthistory and antiques (there were several
collectors). Theyincluded GS. Hughes, a consultant surgeorwho hosted most of
the early committee meeting at his house in St Leona®; JB. Morrell, who asa
City Alderman was an influential link between the society andthe city
administration ; and the architects H. Rutherford, JS. Syme and GV.C. Needham
who provided expert architectural knowledge® But the two key figures inthe
early development of the societywere undoubtedly Isabella Pressly and Oliver
Sheldon.

In 1939, Miss Presslyhad just retired after thirty years teaching history at
Queen Anne SchoolShewas a pioneer of York local history ad had considerable
standing in YAYAS. She becametE A ' AT OCE A lonorary sedtelafyind O
1942, at the age ofsixty-three. With her unfailing cheerfulness, energy and
enthusiasm d$e remained in office until 1961. Warm hearted, vivacious,
humorous, ful of common sense and always interested in peopleshe was the
perfect public face of the society® Oliver Sheldon who had been resident in
York since 1919, when he came to work for Rowntre®, wasinterested in York
history, andin the cultural potential of the city. Hehad a genius for organisation,
and a fertile imagination and visiort he worked unflaggingly. He was diplomatic,

helpful, courteous, urbane and charming the very model of a Georgia@!

The new society neededa plan of action. Its remit wa fixed as the period

OFOT T 2AO0OT OAOCET 1 afdum &y SmelidnAnUNpgmber 1934 1 1

set outa number of objectiveswhich were similar to those of theother Georgian
societies. mpiling a register of local Georgianarchitecture and taking action
when buildings were threatened with spoliation or destructionwere immediate
priorities 22 The listing of buildings was particularly important since no
schedulesof Georgianbuildings then existed.The society got down to this task at

once, and theirvigorouswork during the next few years metwith much success.

10
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/ { © PRELDMOURY REGISTR GP GECROIAN HOUSES IN YORK

OR BUILDING | DATE |GRADE CCOMMENTS OWNERS Q:
; OCCUPIERS
lo:n‘th- No,35 33 * Catt Doyl
Clifton | No.39-43 This fine example of a block of |% - /“/t:
Georgian Houses used to extend to
No.45. No.39 is a specially fine|
example of a Georgian doorway.
No,43 is a modern doorway of poor
design, No.45 was refronted
sbout 60 years ago in the worst
possible taste. Only the doorway
is 0ld and is a fine example.
No.u7 E
No.49 Queen Anne Bootham
School
(Masters. )
No.51 Bootham
School
oot
No.53
[}
(
No.55
Boothem Park
Asylum
No.75
.“ . -‘1
No.77 )
No.u6 ‘
eiin e

Listing in progress: o )
an early draft of the Socie O 1 EOO 1 £ 91 Qéhnotalkdbp@iveAShelddrOET AET CO

4EA EEOOO '110A1 ' AT AOAT - AAOET GCdue 91 OE ' AT OCE
Mrs Garaher, who lived there, is centre. Miss Pressly is behind (fourth froth ©fiver Sheldon is on
the right. Canon Harrison igxtremeleft and GS Hughes is third from right, holding papers.

11



Protection for Georgian buildings in 1939 was very slight. The Ancient
Monuments Act 1931 scheduled onlyunoccupied huildings. The Town and
Country Planning Act 1932permitted local authorities to stop the demolition of
historic buildings, but the need to compensate owners acted as a deterrent. More
usefully, in York theCorporation had adopted powersto control new elevations
and preserve existingbuildings of architectural, historicor artistic merit, with a
panel of architects, including some wh were now Georgian members, to act as

advisors.23

The York Georgianswere ambitious, wanting not just a listing, but a
photograph, a history anddrawings or plans of each identified building Miss
Pressly provided much historical information. JB. Morrell, as Chairman of
Westminster Press, went out with his Northern Echo photographer to
photograph exteriors and interiors. The architect members looked out plans
from architectO éffices. Sheldorfollowed up opportunities. The LeedsSchool of
Architecture was persuadedto let its students draw Georgian buildingswith the
incentive of a prize.Photographs were exchanged withthe National Buildings
Record The work extended into other things, for example a Georgian map
(which ultimately proved too expensiveto produce) and the idea of plaquesn
important buildings (eventually implemented by the York Civic Trust)24 A
related T OOAT I A xAO OEA OI AE Adrd6Hints A&E ©© O
Maintenance and Repair of i and 1&h Century Premise§1945), originating in
notes made by Captain Braxton Sinclair, a Georgian r@up member briefly
stationed in York, and revisedby the York GeorgianSociety architects. It was
very well received in architectural circles and in demand from all over the

country and overseas?>

This early recording work was overtaken by theneeds ofthe Town and
Country Planning Acs of 1944 and 1947, which gavelocal authorities powers
over listed buildings and male listing a statutory duty of the Minister. The York
Georgian Society submittedh draft list of Georgian buildingsto the City Council

in February 1946; this complementedthe listing work done later by the Ministry

12
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officials. The first statutory published list of 1950thus acknowledgedthe help of
the Georgians?¢

Much of the rest of the early work of the Georgian Society was quite low

key.Miss Pressly later remembered:

We did very little that first year. Our numbers were 58. | do not
remember any lectures, but | do remember our first Generaleiiey.
4EAOA xAOA TT1U voe T&£ 00 EI ' OAUBO #1C
photograph of that earlymeeting.

Activity developed slowly during the war z but the society did progress,

and suffered much less wartime dislocation thanthe other Georgian societies’

An early task was to advise on the Georgian Room at the York Castle
Museum. TheGeorgiansdrew up plans for how the room should look, and spent
much time sourcing furnishings. Another task was to protect Georgian and early
Victorian railings from the salvage drive.The society liaised with the City
Engineer and successfully adged and inspeced. The Georgiankept a watching
brief over the Assembly Roomg now the Food Officez and Fairfax Houseg part
of Castlegate Picture Housbut now occupied by the NAAFIThe societywas also
keen toadvise on taste and correct decorationin 1941 Paul Combie reported to
Oliver Sheldon on the Bay Horse Inn, which wa®ainted in the worst possible
taste, in a design that would make camouflage experts shuddéAdvice was
given to the occupants of ggood number of buildings and JB. Morrell invited the
sodety to advise on the furnishing and repair of the Mansion House. Where
buildings could not be saved recording and salvage of important features are
OEA AEI 8 *1T ET #AOOddnaded idedidvablyin thd B9A2ahk AOCAOA
raid, was recorded and @molished, with a mantelpiece the portico and abow

window being saved28

The air raid affected other Georgian properties46 Bootham, the house of

the architect JH. Rutherford, with its green and gold drawing room and his

13



collections of antiques, had BAT OEA OAT OA &£ O OEA ' Al OCE.
AGM the previous year It was one of the worst casualties and koth it and its

neighbour had to be demolishe® 2 OOE A O &l Q4 Sytelalel desighedl C O A
areplacement blockof flats, incorporating a starcase and a panelled room from

the older building.2®

Activities were relatively limited. Thelectures at annual general meetings
were usually byOET | A €p@dkersiwith an occasional guest lecturer, lik8ir
William Milner in 1942, who outlined the legal position in relation to the
preservation of Georgian buildingsThere were a few excursions.The very first
was a walk down Micklegate on 20 June 1942, with Miss Pressly tracing the
history of the houses and.$ Syme the architecture Members visited Micklegate
(1T O6Ah OEA EITOOA T &£ -EOCO 7AIEAO 11 -EAEI A
Garforth House, the church of St Marthicum-Gregory with its Georgian
monuments and the Quee® Hotel, where they hadea. Theouting produced a
splendid early photograph and press report Further visits were mainly limited
to the City, but Middlethorpe Hall and Bishopthorpe Palace were visiteth 1943,
and Nun Appleton Hallin 1944, @n expedition not too easy to arrange in war
timed noted Sheldon®ut all the difficulties were overcome by the pertinacity of
our secretary, and two busloads of us thoroughly enjoyed an outing reminiscent

of pre-war daysd A trip to Fulford Hall followedin 194530

At the end of the war, York Georgian Society had a respectable
membership d 250 and a solid amount of activity under its belt. But little
indicated that it would grow so spectacularly during the following six yearsBy
1947 its membership hadsurpassedthe well supported Yorkshire Philosophical
Societyand it was more than doubé that of YAYASBY 1950 it was nearly three

times more thanthe Georgiansn East Yorkshire(see figure 2)31

The reasons for this growth are fascinating and illuminating. One
explanation is, undoubtedly,the subtle differences both in aims and approach
between York and the other Georgian societiegiving York GeorgianSociety a

special character intheseearly years.
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Publicity for the very first York Geoign Society outingthe walk down Micklegate in June 1942.
Oliver Sheldon is walking in froraind Dean Eric MilnefWhite and J.B. Morrell are among the party.
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