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Author’s Preface 
 

The Author was a personal friend of three members of the Brown family – 
Ralph, Charles and Muriel who were closely identified with the work of the 
Plymouth Guild of Social Service almost from its inception in 1907. The book is a 
summary of the life of one family, covering a period of over 200 years, and is 
written for the family and its friends as a reminder of whence they came and of what 
they represent. 

 
So this volume recalls a world where the individual was expected to stand on his 

own feet, yet accept responsibility for his own kith and kin; a world of the individual 
craftsman and the yeoman farmer; of wooden ships, horses and carts, scythes and 
ploughs, cottages and stately homes; of candles and oil lamps, of sunken wells, of 
home-spun clothing; a world of great contrasts, of rich and poor, Church and pew, 
learned and uncouth, urban and rural, contented and discontented; but a world of 
comparative stability, where a man’s word was his bond. From it we have moved 
through revolutions in word and deed to our modern society where the machine 
which saves labour demands more labourers, the roads to speed transport reduce 
movement through congestion and the means of communication seem suppliers of 
intellectual indigestion. 

 
The children no longer work in the mill or the mine; the expectation of life has 

increased; plague, smallpox and consumption no longer claim their heavy toll; the 
world is smaller, space only relative, and materially we are better off. Yet we seem 
to be farther away from contentment than ever. The family structure of our society 
has been slowly eroding, and an impersonal society is evolving, which, if not 
checked, will surely destroy the significance and security of the individual. 

 
At this time in human history the Browns of this world seem falling bastions of a 

civilised and constructive system of human relationships. Families and family 
businesses are subject to increasing stresses, but if 200 years of change and violence 
have not destroyed the “Brown” sense of belonging, surely it will outlive its present 
environment and survive. Man has to belong to someone, and will never surrender 
completely his heritage. 

 
This word picture of a family has been compiled from many sources, and is not 

an historic document completely authenticated, because the Browns 
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were unassuming people leaving behind them very little written evidence of their 
existence. Wherever possible the source of information will be recorded, but human 
memory is often confused as years pass by. Children recall early days, and stories 
told to them by their grandparents, and tell them again to grandchildren. Church 
records, wills and leases have been examined, the literature of their times and the 
areas in which they lived have been studied. 

 
It is written with affection, and the truth is couched in terms of love, and – it is 

hoped – understanding.

�
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So your name is Brown, a not unusual name. Yet within the tribal structural 

there are many distinct variations of people and background. This study is not of the 
tribe in general, but of your family in particular, a yeoman family with a known 
history which dates from 1712, when Ralph Brown took Jane Marshall as his second 
wife, in parish church of Tintagel, three months before the first child, Thomas. 

Link firstly, in a few sentences, the past with the present by recalling a summer’s 
day in 1953, when the family assembled to witness an ancient ceremony performed 
in a picturesque village overshadowed by the tors of Dartmoor. What would the 
original Cornish yeoman have thought of his namesake, Ralph Roberts Brown, 
retired Indian Civil Servant, who took his daughter Dorothy Juliana to the fourteenth 
century church at Meavy to be married 
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to John Fitch? Eight generations had passed since the first Ralph was born in the 
parish of Tintagel, yet the assembled family in Meavy Church had a real link with 
Ralph the yeoman. 

They had come from many places, from London, Bristol and Plymouth, over the 
Devon moors, by train or car, a twentieth century sophisticated middle-class family, 
and as they gathered after the ceremony on the lawn of Yarrow, the modern house 
built for the retirement of Ralph and Janet Brown, family history became alive. The 
Pearce Browns, the Adams Browns, the Arrowsmith-Browns, the Trees, the Grants 
were all there, and it was obvious that they belonged to each other, and shared a 
common background. The author and his wife were there with them, but not of 
them. Who were they really, and from whence came they?  The answer is found in 
your story. 

Those of you who trace your history from this source bear an honoured name of 
a family of distinctive physical characteristics; dark haired, brown eyed, tall and 
well built; a family of integrity, knit together in loyalty one to another. Your 
forefathers were in the main farmers and traders, living in small towns, villages and 
sea ports, spread over the North Cornish coast, from Boscastle to Wadebridge. John 
Symons, a distant cousin of the Brown and Wade families, writing in 1907, said: “I 
am at a loss to find out how long the Browns lived at Tintagel, but notice that no 
Brown sat as Mayor of Bosinney, I have an opinion that they were as a family – as 
Sir Walter Scott puts it – ‘stern of mood’. The Rev. Roberts Brown was of that 
mould, and some of the Browns of Tintagel who lived, and still live, there.” 

The family names itself, Brown, sometimes spelt Browne, Broune or Brune, 
appears in the History of the Deanery of Trigg Manor, written by Sir John 
MacClean. He quotes in particular two Subsidy Rolls for Tintagel. (A subsidy roll 
was a kind of Rating or Taxing Register of those liable to pay taxes; those appearing 
on it were men of some substance and not merely wage-earners.) The 15th. Subsidy 
Roll of Henry VIII in 1524 contains the name of John Broun, and the 34th. and 35th. 
Rolls of the same reign in 1543 and 1544 contain the names of Johannes Brown, 
Robortus Brown, Johannes Brown again, Johannes Broune Jnr. and Johannes 
Browne. It is probably significant to your history that all these families were from 
Tintagel. Although no Brown ever sat as Mayor of Bosinney (the local borough), in 
1816 the voters for Bosinney consisted of five Symonses, two Averys and William 
Brown. The Browns seem to have-been people of their time, never poor, never rich; 
what they had they earned by their own industry, but they never seem to have been 
members of “the Establishment”. 

The first Ralph, by his two marriages, had nine children; the present Browns of 
Tintagel are probably related to you, very distantly, through his first marriage, in 
1706, to Mary Symons. His second wife, Jane Marshall, bore him six children, of 
whom the eldest was your ancestor Thomas. Thomas occupied a farm at Trenale, 
which he had probably inherited from his father, and his wife Mary Avery was the 
daughter of John and Ann Avery of Treknow. They were married in 1738 in 
Tintagel Church, where their four sons and two daughters were all baptised. 
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The eldest son, another Thomas, lived at Trelake, Treknow, and seems to have 
been prosperous. His daughter Mary was the first wife of Stephen Wade of 
Trethewy, Tintagel, and they had four children from whom are descended the 
Langfords, the Lewises and some of the Wades. Thomas gave this daughter 
(presumably on her marriage) a substantial property called Downrow, with 30 or 40 
acres, of which we shall hear more later. 

The two girl died young, and we know nothing of the two sons William and 
John; the fourth son, a second Ralph, was your ancestor, born at Trenale and 
baptised in Tintagel Church on June l0th 1751. The baptismal certificate, held by 
your family, is a copy made by Arthur Wade, Vicar of Tintagel, who was instituted 
in the early 1760s. Ralph Brown’s daughter Susanna was to marry one of Arthur 
Wade’s relatives. 

The farmhouse in the hamlet of Trenale, where Ralph was born, still exists, 
though holiday chalets have been built on to it. The original buildings were of local 
stone, slateish in origin, and had rough slate roofs and floors; the farm outhouses 
were joined on to the main structure. The water would come from a near-by well; 
and sanitation would be very primitive, probably an earthen closet in the back yard. 

George II was on the throne when Ralph was born, and for the rich it was the 
hey-day of the age of elegance, but North Cornwall was still well behind fashion and 
standards generally were low. The population of the whole County was 135,000 in 
1751 and 194,000 in 1800. Tintagel itself was described in 1810 by a traveller as 
being a collection of miserable cottages without even a public house. (The writer 
was rather hard on what is today treasured by us all – the old Post Office there, 
which was originally a farmhouse, and representative of its type.) Sailing ships 
brought coal and supplies to Wadebridge , Port Isaac and Boscastle along the coast, 
while transport was provided by horse-drawn vehicles, vans and carts, privately 
owned and driven. Town carriers were beginning to come into existence, and mail 
coaches trundled along the turn-pike roads. 

South-east and West Cornwall were even then great centres or mining, as well as 
of the fishing trade. Fortunes were being made and lost in these areas, but in North 
Cornwall the basic industry was agriculture, whose prosperity ebbed and flowed. On 
his farm, Ralph’s father would use manual and horse-power to prepare, sow and 
yield crops. He would employ labourers and servants, many of whom he would 
obtain at the Annual Hirings, which were a feature of the yearly Market Fairs held 
throughout the countryside, where men were hired for a contract to serve for at least 
a year. All the parish communities would watch very carefully by any attempt on the 
part of able-bodied labourers to desert the parish in which they lived, and leave 
behind them only the sick and weaklings to be maintained by the overseers of the 
Parish. 

Ralph was fortunate to have survived, for infant mortality was shocking, every 
second child in infancy, diphtheria, scarlet fever, smallpox, measles and tuberculosis 
seemed to ravage almost unchecked in the period in which he was born. His 
youngsters, most of them, would rarely have an opportunity of receiving education. 
Although by the end of the century most of the people in the 
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countryside could read and write a little, they started work at an early age, and it was 
a very hard life for them. It was a period of heavy drinking; the Methodists of whom 
we shall write presently were not in the main total abstainers till about 1830, and it 
was estimated that in the country as a whole the death toll through drink was as 
much as 28.8 per 1,000. 

Cornwall itself was, like most Counties, governed by the patriarchal sway of the 
Justices of the Peace; although officially appointed by the Crown, they were in fact 
selected by the Lord Lieutenant, influenced by the gentry of the shire. Thus this 
young yeoman farmer, spent his formative years in a society where everyone knew 
his place, the King was in his palace, the nobility in the castles and great houses, the 
yeoman in his home and the poor man in his cottage, where heads were bowed and 
hats were doffed as one recognised the “quality”. 

But in the middle of the century John Wesley came to Cornwall. He made an 
instant and deep impression there, and in two generations the Brown family, in 
common with many others, were transformed both spiritually and in social status. 
The Anglican church had lost much of its meaning and its message; the gentry had a 
stranglehold on office, and the ordinary worshipper in the pew had little or no 
standing. Wesley preached the priesthood of all believers, and ordinary men and 
women were lifted up into a new relationship with their heavenly Father; they were 
kings and priests to God, they were heirs of the kingdom that was to come, and at 
the Love Feasts after services they would testify what God meant to them. In your 
sophistication of the 20th century you will find it difficult to accept this thought and 
language; indeed, your ancestor Ralph spoke in a Cornish dialect, and it would be 
hard even to understand his words. But Wesley brought, as well as religion, literacy 
into the ordinary homes. All members were placed under the pastoral care of a Class 
Leader, and these classes met weekly to listen to, to study, and to learn to read the 
Bible. They needed teachers and leaders, and the yeomen were in an unique 
position, for they were the nearest to the common people, spoke the common tongue 
and understood the common aspirations, and yet had the education to lead and to 
instruct. Methodism attracted the yeomen in the countryside and the new managing 
class in the industrial areas; they became servants in the new church, but they also 
became people of consequence. 

Ralph’s life was set in this background, There is no information on his 
education; probably in his early years he attended the Charity School which was in 
existence in Tintagel until at least 1810, and which was maintained by the Mayor 
and Burgesses of Tintagel, the teacher being paid £10 a year. There was an Endowed 
School in Camelford, but its standards are not known; it is a fact that the Town 
Council was accused early in the 19th. century of misusing its income. On the other 
hand Ralph may have been a pupil at a Writing School, or received individual 
teaching, but his successful career afterwards is sufficient testimony to his ability. 
He was a very able man, and his education was certainly well above that of the 
labourer, or the servant, who were employed by his father. He became a man of 
some standing in his prime, but as far as is known was not active in the social or 
official life of his time. Nothing much is known about Honor Miller whom Ralph 
married, except 
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that she lived in Tintagel, and there are quite a number of Millers to be found in the 
church registers. There was a George Miller of Tintagel in 1685 who in the History 
of Trigg Manor was one of the first Burgesses in the new borough of Tintagel. John 
Miller was Class Leader at Trenale Methodist Chapel with William Brown in 1805, 
and a Lieutenant Miller married one of the Wades in 1810. Was James S. Miller, 
born in the Old Post Office at Tintagel in 1860, who died in 1902, also a relative? 

The young couple started married life at Tredannick in the parish of Egloshayle 
near Wadebridge, on a farm leased from one Sir Harold Molesworth. Six children 
were born to them within ten years, and were baptised in the church of Egloshayle. 
The farm at Trenale remained in this branch of the family, Ralph presumably 
inheriting it on his father’s death. 

Ralph seems to have been in the habit of investing whatever money he saved in 
the purchase or leasing of land in the area. In the possession of the family are leases 
of various kinds; one, dated 1797, shows that Ralph Brown of Egloshayle leased 
property from James Paynter of Boskenna for Parochial Tenements for seven years 
at £15 per annum. Another is a copy of a lease issued in November 1803 by 
Anthony Smith and John Hockin in respect of Trerousal in St. Teath, and the rent 
here was £27 per annum, probably the land which Ralph eventually purchased and 
left in his Will in trust for his grandchildren. Together with his son William, he 
seems to have been associated with a lease of three fields comprising about three 
acres called Lean Foot, which was in Egloshayle; and they were interested in some 
land at Tinterleigh, Tintagel, called Avings Down. There exists also a lease executed 
in 1810 in respect of the estate at Tredannick; this was for 15 years and must have 
followed a previous lease. The annual rent of £191 indicates that it was fairly large, 
and probably included houses and outhouses as well as land. In this Deed the 
following names are mentioned Tredannick, Little Treviligar and Dunneys Field. 

In his early years Ralph’s money would have been kept in a chest at home, for 
there were no banks in Cornwall until the 1790s, and then the nearest was at 
Bodmin. The golden guinea, the half guinea, the crown, the half-crown and the other 
silver coins would be carefully looked after, and there is no knowledge whether in 
common currency “tokens” were used in that area. Of course there were no cheques 
yet; money could be borrowed, very often from jewellers or goldsmiths. Bodmin 
would be the main centre for shopping for a farmer at Egloshayle; there Ralph 
would buy his goods, his cloth and his boots, his flour from either the corn chandler 
or the miller, and his seed from the merchant. He would probably have home killed 
meat, and the vegetables would come from the kitchen garden. 

In a letter dated January 28th, 1820, Stephen Wade, son-in-law of Ralph Brown, 
wrote: “Stephen” (his son) “hath spent Christmas at Wadebridge, my wife went with 
him to see her mother the old Mrs. Brown Tredannick she is very unwell. She fell 
down in the kitchen and it was first thought to be a paralytic seizure, but the Doctor 
called it a sciatica and she still remains there, a great cripple as John Wade” (another 
son) “hath been there this week on his 
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way home from Bodmin Fair on Tuesday.” The “old Mrs. Brown Tredannick”, was 
of course Mrs. Ralph Brown née Honor Miller. 

It was Susanna, the eldest child, who became the second wife of Stephen Wade 
who had first married her first cousin Mary. She bore him eight children, one of 
wham, Arthur, became a doctor in Boscastle, a legendary figure known and 
respected throughout the area; his grandson Arthur has rendered tangible help in 
preparing this volume. Susanna must have had a full-time job, because there were 
five children of the previous marriage, making thirteen in all. 

Next came Thomas, who is rather a mystery we know that he was baptised at 
Egloshayle in 1782, lived at his parents’ home at Tredannick, and died at Trethewy, 
the home of his sister Susanna, in 1833 “in the 51st. year of his age.” But in his 
father’s Will dated 1823 there is no mention of possible children of his, and he is left 
only an annuity. The likely explanation is that he was handicapped in some way – 
perhaps what was known as “a bit simple.”  

William, your ancestor, was the second son and third child.  
Ralph (the third Ralph) was the first member of the family known to have left 

Cornwall; his great-nephew Joseph recorded that he became a coal merchant in 
London and had two children; of them we have no trace. 

Mary married Joseph Philp, and Honor died young. 
By “his Will dated the 12th. day of April 1823 Ralph Brown of Egloshayle 

Cornwall Yeoman”: 
Gave his freehold estate Trerousal, St. Teath, and his copyhold estate Trenayle 

Tintagel to William Wade on the following trusts: 
For his wife Honor during her life: 
Subject as to Trenayle to an annuity of £20 to son Thomas and – 
Subject as to Trerousal after his wife’s death to an annuity of £5 to his daughter 

Mary Philp. 
And after his wife’s death: 
As to Trerousal for such of his grandchildren, children of his four children 

William Brown, Ralph Brown, Susannah Wade and the said Mary Philp, as should 
be living at his death, as tenants in common, and – 

As to Trenayle for his son William for his life and on his death for William’s son 
Ralph absolutely, subject to Ralph’s paying each of his brothers and sisters £50 
within 12 months of becoming seised of the property. 

Testator gave pecuniary legacies as follows: 
To his daughter Susanna Wade, £5. 
To his son Ralph, £5. 
He gave the residue of his estate equally between his wife Honor and his son 

William as tenants in common and appointed them his Executors. 
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William was baptised at Egloshayle church in 1784 and his life and environment 

were as varied as his father’s. England was rapidly moving into the world of steam. 
James Watt, the father of modern engineering, had been active since1757. George 
Stevenson was born in 1781; and Henry Bell, who was born in 1767, was to produce 
the first commercial engine-driven ship in 1812. Roads were improving and the 
stage couches were lighter in character; they were still without springs, but the 
carriage was often slung on straps and the driver sat over the wheels. They carried 
six passengers inside, but some were permitted to climb up and sit on the luggage on 
the roof. Some idea of the pace they travelled is given by the four days’ journey 
from London to Exeter; it would have taken another two days to reach North 
Cornwall. 

The whole country was pre-occupied with the war with the French, and the cost 
of these protracted engagements meant a shortage of money, gold itself being very 
scarce in London. Down came some of the London merchants into Cornwall to try 
and collect golden guineas; they were offering a premium of 27s. a piece for them, 
and hoped to re-sell them in the metropolis. 

Contemporary literature says that pendulum clocks were in most yeoman houses 
and that furniture was generally lending to be more ornate, and the women folk were 
becoming fashion conscious. Wages on the farms were still very-low, from 7s. to 
10s. a week, but rent was correspondingly low, and often the meals were shared with 
the farmer in the farm-house. The Union was still the last resort of the poor, and one 
contemporary account shows that it costs 23s. to bury a pauper, which included 2s. 
6d. for the Vicar and a quart of beer, and a pint of gin for the widow. A strong elm 
coffin lined with wool cost 9s. 6d. It was illegal to line the coffin with silk or coffin, 
and as you search 
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the Church Registers of the time you will find the term “buried in the wool” always 
used. 

In Polewhele’s Cornish History we have some fascinating word pictures of the 
Cornish scene: – “Dr. Borlace regarded the Cornish as intemperate. There is no part 
of England which has more cause to complain of this kind of debauchery than 
Cornwall. It was estimated that £8,000 was expended by labourers in Redruth alone 
annually. Perhaps I have spoken inconsiderately of the Cornish girls in respect to 
their attractions. A Lady from a distant Country lately observed to me – ‘that 
Cornwall especially West Cornwall was remarkable for beautiful women.’ The girls 
are very pretty up to the age of thirteen, after which their complexions are soon 
spoilt by brandy drinking. It is certain that even the rites of Cupid and Hymen are 
profaned by drams. At the Wedding (when by midnight enough quantities of ardent 
spirits have been consumed) all parties are armed with dram glasses in formidable 
array, go to the bedroom of the newly married couple (now in bed to receive their 
guests) drink a toast to them, dance around the room, kneel down beside the bed, 
and, facing the wall, throw in turn one of the Bride’s stockings over their shoulder, 
and the one who throws the stocking nearest to the married couple is declared to be 
the next to be married; another dance around the bed, a further toast, and then 
homeward bound.” 

In William’s lifetime links with other families, which were to shape the Brown 
family’s future, were being forged; for example, the family link with the Wades, 
when William’s sister married Stephen Wade in 1809, was still in existence in the 
early years of this century, and the Langfords who were descended from Stephen’s 
first wife Mary Brown were in close touch with the Browns of Plymouth. Another 
feature of association is evident as the story continues, for in almost every instance 
of Brown marriages like married like; the yeoman established his own acceptable 
society and standards. William himself married Juliana Roberts, daughter of Eldred 
Roberts and his wife Juliana née Bevan. (So from this branch come the Christian 
names of Juliana and Eldred, which run through several generations.) The real 
significance of a woman’s influence in many families is obscured by the fact that on 
marriage she loses her identity as a member of one family and takes the surname of 
her husband. But in the story of the Browns we find a desire to perpetuate the names 
of the women who married into the tribe. It was William who began the custom of 
using the surname of the wife as a baptismal name for the children; hence the many 
Roberts Browns (from Juliana), Arrowsmith Browns (from Kate), Pearce Browns 
(from Eliza) and Adams Browns (from Alice). 

The story of the Tintagel Browns would probably be matched if it were possible 
to trace fully the story of the Robertses of Probus. They seem to have followed the 
same pattern, not keeping records or living in the light of history. The founder of the 
Roberts family known to us is a certain Jack Roberts, born about 1720, who was a 
farmer at Carveen, in the parish of Probus. He had four sons, of whom three 
remained farmers, while the fourth, your ancestor Eldred, bettered himself and 
entered the law – presumably as an attorney, not as a barrister, which was then a 
profession for gentlemen only. His portrait used  
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to hang in the hall at Chievely, and is now in the possession of Peter Brown. Besides 
Juliana, Eldred Roberts had another daughter, Grace, who married a Pascoe and 
whose grandson was a minister at St. Issey and Newquay; he also had a son, another 
Eldred, whose education was paid for by Sir C. Hawkins, the local lord of the 
manor. This Eldred was sent as an apprentice to sea to become a Merchant Navy 
officer, but was shang-haied by a press gang and forced to enter the Navy; this 
became his career and he finished up as a Lieutenant. 

The Robertses were Methodists and there is a record of donations being made by 
them to Methodist funds at Probus in 1808; so it was probably through the 
Methodist Church that William and Juliana met. William, therefore, by his marriage, 
brought into the family a person who was certainly educated and probably 
intelligent, and the marriage between these two accounts for the remarkable 
offspring that ensued as a result of their union. 

William was the second of three brothers; we have seen that there was some 
mystery about the eldest, and that the youngest emigrated to London. William, 
therefore remained the responsible son at home and was associated with his father in 
financial dealings. We know that he made his home for many years at the old family 
farm at Trenale, where he probably settled on his marriage, and where most of his 
ten children were born. There is in the family’s possession an account described as 
an assessionable Manor Commission for the Manor of Tintagel 1844. Trehal, 
commonly called Trenale (it was also spelt Trenail or Trenayle), was farmed by 
William Brown of Egloshayle; it had an acreage of 75 acres, 3 rods and 9 perches, 
and the analysis of the various sums due was as follows:- ancient rent 17s.6d., casual 
and other payments £1.1s.3d., New Knowledge £2.2s.1d., annual sum in lieu of 
Fines and Heriot £1.5s.3d., Total Annual Rents and Fines £2.2s.9d., and then 
Payment £9.13s.10d. It would be interesting to know what these various amounts 
actually indicate. 

We have no evidence to connect Ralph directly with the Methodist Church, but 
his son William was certainly active in it as early as 1804, when he was a Class 
Leader and Steward of Trenale Methodist Chapel; and we find him again (in an 
extract from the Membership List made by the Rev. Thomas Shaw of Helston) as a 
Class Leader in Tintagel. 

He moved to Tredannick in 1825, probably on his father’s death; he is reported 
as being in William Hore’s Class at Wadebridge in 1831 together with his wife 
Juliana, while his son William Roberts Brown, who was destined to be a minister, 
was in John Davies’ class. The final note of William’s Methodist life seems to be in 
1841 when he is named as Sunday School Superintendant at a Boscastle Special 
Circuit. The Service was arranged by the Ministers, Samuel Lambrick the Local 
Preacher, William Brown and T. P. Roseveare. Methodist records show that in 1841 
children wrote passages of Scripture and gave recitations; so William would not 
only be teaching religion but also teaching how to read and write, for Sunday 
Schools were sometimes the only educational establishments, and poor children 
would attend; all the week they would be working. 
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William remained a friend of T. P. Roseveare, who had built the chapel at 
Boscastle. (The story goes that it was built as a thank-offering for one of 
Roseveare’s ships, chased by a French privateer, having reached Boscastle Harbour 
safely.) The Methodists were once more in dispute, and there was an argument as to 
who actually owned the building, but it was finally agreed that it was the personal 
property of T. P. Roseveare, and it continued to be known as “Mr. Roseveare’s 
Chapel”. 

William died at Tredannick in 1857; two years previously he had made his last 
Will, in the preamble to which he describes himself as “Gentleman”. 

It is worth while now to look at the sense of proportion exercised by your 
forebears in the making of their Wills. They always seem to have a sense of the 
family, making sure that each and everyone received a share, and that the amounts 
were proportionate either to their existing financial state at the time the Will was 
made, or their special future needs. 

After providing for his debts, funeral expenses etc., William bequeaths all his 
household furniture and other effects to his wife during her lifetime; on her death 
they are to go to his three daughters share and share alike”, He leaves £40 to his son 
William Roberts Brown, £120 to his son Thomas, and £5 each to his sons Eldred 
and John. The residual estate is left in trust to his wife during her lifetime, “in 
support of herself and such of her children as may reside with her during her 
widowhood”. After her death the estate is to be realised and divided equally between 
his five children William Roberts, Thomas, Susanna, Elizabeth and Juliana; if any of 
these children dies within the mother’s lifetime his or her share is to go to his or her 
issue, and failing such issue is to be divided between the surviving brothers and 
sisters. He also directs his Trustees “if they shall deem it advisable” to pay to each 
of his daughters £50 out of their expected portion on the day of marriage. He 
nominates Eldred and William Roberts as Executors. 

So the Tredannick farm was given up, but Trenale remained in the family for 
another fifteen years. We surmise that William’s widow Juliana retired there with 
her unmarried children, for some of her grandchildren spent holidays there, and we 
knew that the estate was sold by her son Eldred, presumably on her death, in the 
early 1870s. 

William and Juliana had ten children; it is perhaps strange that only two of them 
made any mark in the world, and only one – your ancestor William Roberts – left 
offspring. Eldred and William Roberts we will study later after we have looked at 
the Pearces from whom came William Roberts’ wife Eliza. William’s two youngest 
children died very young; the eldest son Ralph (the fourth Ralph, to whom his 
grandfather had left the estate of Trenale) died before his father, and one may 
speculate that had he survived he would have carried on the farming tradition as his 
grandfather Ralph had planned. Susanna was the only one of the sisters to qualify 
for the £50 marriage portion; rather late in life she became the second wife of Lt. 
William Samwell R.N. and step-mother to his five children. All we know about her 
is that she was widowed in 1861, that her affairs were managed by her brother 
Eldred, and that her step-daughters did not choose to make their home with her. John 
we know worked  
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for twenty years with the firm of Cook’s of St. Paul’s, and died in Plymouth in 1866. 
The unmarried sisters, Elizabeth and Juliana, lived with their brother Tom, who was 
definitely “a bit simple”. Juliana died some time in the early 1880s, and niece 
Juliana Tree went to visit the surviving aunt, expecting to find her prostrate with 
grief, she was greeted with the cheerful remark: – “My dear, at last I have got a bed 
to myself.” This aunt, Lizzie, is still remembered by her·great-niece Janet Brown; 
she looked like an old witch, and had – quite unintentionally – a very frightening 
effect on little children. She was the last survivor of her generation, and when her 
brother Tom died in 1899 she boasted proudly that she had “outlived them all”. 
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When we seek to place your ancestors in their setting, they seem somewhat hazy 

figures moving in a Cornish mist, and their existence in the 18th. century is known 
only through a record of christenings and marriages, leases and Wills, together with 
mention of their names in Methodist records. They will become clearer as persons 
when we write of the Browns of the 19th. century, but before moving to this story 
we must pause and consider the Pearces, for they, joining your family through 
marriage, brought a special contribution to you all. 

As we already know. the Browns were a family based around the Tintagel and 
Wadebridge areas, and the Robertses came from Probus. The Pearce family came 
from the Bodmin district. They were of farming stock, and John Pearce, born in 
1745, became very prosperous. His wife’s Christian name was Elizabeth, but there is 
no record of her surname. Their family was a large one: eight children in all and they 
all survived their father. John moved south from Bodmin to the St. Austell area, and 
when he made his Will on June 19th. 1798 he owned at least five good farms. 

He left to John, his son, the Barton of Newhouse, in the parish of Newhouse in 
Tywarbreth [sic], and the dead and live stock on the estate, with the Settle Abbey 
Orchard. In similar terms he left to Richard all his live and dead stock in the Barton 
of Merthyr [Merthyn], St. Austell, and also for ever to him and his heirs the Tene- 
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ment of Rosemullion in the parish of St. Blazey. He left Edward and Thomas two 
further Bartons and £200 each to his three daughters Olive, Ann and Mary. He 
appointed his brother Richard and his son William guardians of his children, and the 
rest of the estate went to William. His wife Elizabeth had evidently died at the time 
of his making the Will, and William his son was living at Fowey, where he was a 
prosperous farmer. 

It would be fascinating to know more about John, for in addition to farming he 
was interested in mining, especially in the St. Neots area near Liskeard. Documents 
which the author inspected in the archives of Brown, Wills & Nicholson showed an 
Indenture between John Gidye and John Pearce in a mining project dated 1788, and 
a further Indenture between Sir John Morshead and John Pearce, yeoman, granting 
rights to dig for copper at St. Neots, again dated 1788. 1788 must have been a busy 
year for John for there were other leases entered into with a Thomas Duck for land 
at Lanteglos and Polruan, and with a William Phillips at Camelford. So far it has not 
been possible to trace any results of John’s interest in mining, but in 1873 there was 
a James Pearce living at St. Neots who was a “Mine Captain” and another Pearce 
(one Richard) who was described as a farmer living at Lords Waste, St. Neots; but 
the early history of mining in the area is obscure. 

You will be more interested however in William the son of John, for he was a 
great character, and was the father of Eliza who married William Roberts Brown. 
Thus William Pearce was the maternal grandfather of Joseph and John Brown and 
their brothers and sisters. William was born in 1770 – it is not known where – and 
died in 1846 in Wadebridge. He married Ann Ede, lived and farmed for many years 
at Lanteglos-by-Fowey, and deserves to be remembered by your family for three 
reasons. First, for the size of his family; he had sixteen children, thirteen of whom 
survived him. Secondly, for his Will, which was made in 1846, for is a masterpiece 
of meticulous thinking; and finally for the story of his conversion and his service to 
Methodism. He was an outstanding character indeed. 

The first impression indicates a family man, a person who was keen, able and 
intelligent, careful with his money, and one would think rather sophisticated, if that 
is the word that should be used for people who lived in his time. But consider the 
story of his conversion and it seems as though one is recording a story of quite a 
different man, a devoted Christian, a man of strong convictions and unusual 
tenderness, a man whose life and outlook seemed to be changed overnight. You 
should treasure your link with this man; was he a saint, with his feet on the ground 
and yet in touch with the Infinite? 

The story of the change in William’s life appears in the 19th. century story of 
Methodism called “Cobb & Moorstone”, and was originally taken from an article 
which appeared in the Methodist Magazine. This is the story:- 

William Pearce was a typical wealthy farmer, able and self-reliant and sceptical 
of religion generally, and of Methodists in particular. He openly poked fun at their 
new found enthusiasm in displaying religious zeal and fervour. He worked hard 
during the week but relaxed with his friends on Sundays, and one afternoon he was 
entertaining his jovial companions. 
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Strolling with them over the grounds of his prosperous farm, he spoke with pride of 
his successful management of the enterprise. He pointed out a 24-acre field full of 
corn, ready to be reaped on the morrow, and boasted that “by my power and the 
might of mine own hand I have gotten me this wealth.” 

That very night a devastating storm arose which completely ruined the whole 
crop so much so that not a bushel of corn could be harvested. Long years afterwards 
the people of the district remembered his punishment, and William himself regarded 
the storm as a Divine visitation, and decided there and then to repent and join the 
Methodists. 

There was no Methodist Society or Church at Polruan, his nearest town, and so 
William’s house and outhouses became a Bethel. His kitchen during the week and 
the barn on Sundays were crowded with both Seekers and worshippers. Their 
preachers were known as Rounders or Travellers, who either rode on horseback or 
tramped the countryside, in foul or fine weather, often arriving soaked to the skin. 
William’s house was open to them at all times, and whenever they came food was 
available. The news of their arrival would be passed around the district and the 
candlelit kitchen would be packed by worshippers sitting on rough forms or standing 
by the walls. Earnestly these evangelists would plead for the souls of men and 
women, calling them to follow their Lord and Saviour, and lives were changed. 
William’s home which offered hospitality to the Rounders became known as the 
Pilgrim’s Inn; the Pearces were generous hosts. 

Wesley’s hope for reconciliation with the Anglicans had petered out, and 
gradually as the crowds increased the homes of men like William became too small 
to contain the numbers. Open air gatherings were not the right setting for worship 
and teaching. Gradually, wealthy farmers or groups of people would take steps to 
build chapels for the Christians around them, and often the building was owned by 
the builder. William underwrote the Methodist witness in his district, and built the 
chapel at Polruan; when it was opened in 1803 the place was packed. Every now and 
then revival campaigns would be held, and the cries of the penitents, and shouts of 
believers, would mingle in truly Cornish style. William, who lived two miles away, 
was seldom absent from any service. 

William was described as a worthy leader of Polruan Methodism. He erected an 
altar in his own home, and even in the busiest days of harvest he never failed to call 
his household and workpeople together twice a day for worship and prayer. 

In 1837 William left the “Wesleyan Conference” and joined the Wesleyan 
Methodist Association and was followed by his fellow-members. After all, he 
owned the chapel. When he preached his last sermon in 1844, his hair was 
completely white, his figure bent and frail with age. The packed chapel, full of those 
who loved him, hung on to every word he uttered. He spoke with great emotion, 
often breaking into tears, and his audience joined with him, for the journey of 
William was nearly over. He left to live at Wadebridge near his  
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daughter Eliza and her husband William Roberts Brown for the short remainder of 
his life. 

His executors offered his chapel to the Wesleyan Methodist Association for £85, 
and they accepted, the money being provided by Trustees who were allotted shares 
according to the size of their subscriptions. Ultimately the building occupied by the 
Free Methodists, who built a new church in 1879, and the old William Pearce 
Sanctuary in Chapel Lane became the Sunday School. 

Let us now turn to William’s very complicated Will, a summary of which is 
given below:- 

1. He named as Trustees his son William and his sons-in-law Thomas Pearse and 
William Roberts Brown. Plate, linen, furniture and books went to his widow 
outright; the money was left to his Trustees on trust subject to various yearly 
payments:- 

a) to his widow, £145 p.a., to be reduced to £45 p.a. if she remarried. 
b) to his sons John Pearce, Joseph Ede Pearce and Edward Pearce £20. p.a. each. 
c) to his daughters Ann Pearse, Eliza Brown, Jane Tadd, Susan Pearce, Maria 

Pearce, Emma Pearce, Louisa Pearce and Fanny Pearce, £15 p.a. each, with the 
proviso that should their brothers Edward and Thomas die during the widow’s 
lifetime all these annual payments should cease. (Note: we cannot think of any 
reason for this proviso and none is given.) 

d) £10 was left outright to his sister Olivia Tregaskie [sic]. 
2. On the death of his widow the annual payments were to cease and the·estate 

to be sold “for as much money could be reasonably obtained” and the proceeds of 
sale divided among the children, viz:- 

a) 2/14ths. to his son Edward Pearce. 
b) 1/14th. each to his other children: provided that issue should take the share of 

any of his children who should pre-decease him. 
3. Any surplus income over expenditure (on the annual payments) during the 

widow’s lifetime should be applied towards maintenance of the unmarried 
daughters. 

4. If the widow remarried the £100 p.a. she would lose thereby should go as to 
£50 equally between the unmarried daughters and the remaining £50 equally 
between the other children (or their issue as the case might be). 

5. £100 was to be deducted from Edward’s 2/14ths. share and given to Susan 
Pearce. 

6. £50 was to be deducted from Jane Tadd’s 1/14th. share and given to Fanny 
Pearce. 

7. If the Testator became liable for payments on behalf of his children then such 
monies were to be deducted from that child’s share. 

8. The widow, William Pearce, Thomas Pearse and William Roberts Brown 
were to be joint Executors. 

William Pearce Junior, who was living in London, renounced, leaving his two 
brothers-in-law to act. The widow died on April 13th. 1863, whereupon the estate 
was wound up by means of a Deed of Agreement as complicated as the original 
Will, and the total realised was £4,790. 14s. 8d. Ann Pearse had died 
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leaving two sons, John Pearce had died leaving a widow, and Edward Pearce 
had died leaving five children all abroad and under age. 

And if you want to know – William, Maria, Eliza, Joseph, Emma, Grace and 
Louisa got £342.3s.11d. each; William and Joseph Pearse got £171. 1s 11½d. each; 
Susan got £442 3s. 11d., Jane (now Mrs. Turvey) got £292.3s.11d. and Fanny got 
392.3s.11d. And everyone interested under William’s Will was satisfied with the 
Administration Account. 

Ann Pearce did not remarry; having had sixteen children and coped for years 
with a Bethel in the farmhouse and constant hospitality to visiting Rounders, she 
survived her husband for sixteen years. She lived with her unmarried daughters in 
Egloshayle near Wadebridge, in the same parish as the Browns’ farm of Tredannick, 
and her grandchildren remember visiting her there. She too made a Will, and for the 
first time someone outside the family was mentioned, a servant Mary George was to 
receive £5. if still in her service. Her personal property was to go to her daughter 
Susan, but subject to various legacies. All her children were remembered, and one 
has a picture of a woman remembering the special things in her home that she would 
like to go to special people; the chairbed in her bedroom was left to her grandson 
John Hargreaves, and the best patchwork quilt to her daughter Emma Wills of 
Plymouth. What a pity it is that no real story is told of this woman. She obviously 
was a devoted mother and her influence must have counted in every sense of the 
word in the subsequent careers of her children. A remarkable woman, associated 
with a remarkable family, she is linked with you all. 

 
WILLIAM PEARCE’S CHILDREN 

 
As with the Browns, so with the Pearces; this generation broke with their 

farming background, and all the sons left Cornwall to make careers elsewhere. 
William Junior, born 1806, was said by his nephew Joseph Brown to have made 

money in India. At the time of his mother’s death he was living in Porchester 
Terrace in London, a district much favoured at that time by well-to-do merchants 
and professional men. 

Ann, born 1808, became the wife of Thomas Pearse of Bodmin, described on 
certain documents as “gentleman”. They had two sons, William and Joseph, who 
went into business, one in the north and one in Wales. 

Susan, born 1810, remained a spinster, and after her father’s death lived the rest 
of her life in Egloshayle, looking after her younger sister Fanny. There are papers 
still in existence which show that she bought two annuities of £10. each, one of 
which, in 1875, cost £108.3s.4d. On her death her nephew Joseph Brown noted in 
his diary:- “Aunt Susan died, June 17th. 1902, aged 92; she had lived a saintly life 
and was revered as such.” 

Maria, born 1812, married John Harris, yeoman, of Egloshayle; she was his 
second Wife, and by his first he was connected with the Wades. 

Eliza, born 1814, married the Rev. William Roberts Brown. and is your 
ancestress. 
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John, born 1815, went to Manchester and there married another Susan. 
Jane, born 1816, married twice; she first became Jane Tadd and afterwards Jane 

Turvey; her daughter Emma Tadd, who married a Borst, is mentioned in her aunt 
Louisa Hargreaves’ Will, and Joseph Brown noted that from this branch came the 
Tadds and Borsts of America. It is believed that they settled in Philadelphia, and it 
would be interesting to trace their subsequent history. 

Joseph Ede, born 1817, not to be confused with his sister’s son Joseph Ede 
Pearse, is dwelt on here at some length because it seems as though we have found a 
black sheep at last. According to the Mitchell Library of New South Wales Joseph 
Ede Pearce arrived in Australia in the “Colonist” from Liverpool on February 1st. 
1839. It was a rough territory in those days; the chief occupations were sheep-
farming and gold-mining, and drink the only relavant record of Joseph’s activities 
until his name appears in the New South Wales Blue Books of 1862-1894. Between 
those years he held the offices of Police Magistrate, Coroner, Registrar of Births and 
Deaths and Marriages and Visiting Justice at the Gaol in the township of Hay, 
Visiting Magistrate at Burrows and Murrumburrah, and Guardian of Minors in 
Extranald District. Many of these offices were held simultaneously. 

This apparently distinguished career came to an end when he had reached the 
age of 77. In the February 23rd 1894 issue of the “Riverina Grazier” there is an 
excerpt from a discussion in the Legislative Assembly in relation to the retirement of 
Police Magistrates over the age of 70 years. Mr. Rae, in an attack on Mr. Joseph Ede 
Pearce, the Police Magistrate at Hay, stated: 

“It is high time that the ‘old fellow at Hay’ was shifted for the good of the 
country.” He further said: “To have such old reprobates on the Bench, men who 
failed in everything else, was a disgrace to the country. This individual is a broken-
down squatter.” A Question from an unnamed member followed “What is his age?”. 
Mr. Rae answered: “I don’t know his age, but it would a distinct advantage to this 
country if he had died forty years ago, at all events, he is old enough to know better. 
Complaints are always being made against him.” Mr. Rae was at the time the sitting 
Member of Parliament for Murrumbidgee, which constituency includes Hay. One 
wonders what lay behind this virulent attack on a man who had held office for over 
thirty years. 

We know that Joseph was married and had children, for his sister Louisa 
Hargreaves left small legacies to his daughter Kezia Pearce and his granddaughter 
Una Pearce; we also have a studio portrait of him in his later years which he sent to 
his nephew Charles Bevan Brown in New Zealand. Another nephew, Joseph Pearce 
Brown, must have been named after him. 

Edward, born 1819, is mentioned in his father’s Will, but we have no record of 
his career; he died before his mother, leaving five children all abroad and under age. 

Emma, born 1820, married Joseph Wills, who was a draper and merchant of 
Wadebridge; their children were Emma, Mary and Joseph, and here is the Wills 
connection with the family of Brown. One of the Willses, who owned a small 
business in Plymouth, joined up with Brown and Nicholson, which finally 
constituted the family firm. “Cousin Emma”, who remained in close 
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touch with Joseph Brown and his family was the daughter of Emma Wills née 
Pearce. 

Grace, born 1821, married a Mr. Geddes who was a lawyer in Liverpool, and 
was responsible for the drawing up of one of the many family Wills. Their daughter 
Annie Jaques was also mentioned in Louisa Hargreaves’s Will. 

Louisa, born July 1st. 1823, married a Methodist minister called Hargreaves; she 
is the famous Great-aunt Hargreaves who was widowed at the age of thirty and drew 
a widow’s pension for 62 years. She died on 12th. September 1915 and still holds 
the family record for longevity. She spent most of her widowhood in Plymouth and 
was a member of the Mutley Methodist Church. Her only child John died while still 
a young man. Her Will, like her mother’s, shows an old lady going through her 
house, room by room, and selecting various pieces of jewellery, silver, ornaments 
and furniture, to be left to her nephews and nieces, great-nephews and great-nieces, 
and friends; her hymn books were left to the Mutley Methodist Church. 

Fanny Mary, born 1824, was the youngest surviving member of the family. At 
the time of her mother’s death, she was living in Egloshayle with her sisters Susan 
Pearce and Maria Harris. She had an embarrassing habit of walking down the street 
in nothing but a red flannel petticoat, arid on these occasions would be sent to a 
nursing home until she felt better. Her saintly sister Susan cared for her throughout 
her life. 

Mary, Cynthia and Charles all died young. 
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Eldred Brown – the Bachelor 
 
The previous recorded history of your family had a geographical background of 

the Cornish countryside, which continued until the death of William Brown. Now 
the family became identified with Plymouth, and later with other parts of the country 
and indeed of the world. 

Eldred, the second son of William the farmer, came to Plymouth in 1835 as a 
young man of 26 to join the firm of Burnell & Son; the business he joined and in 
which he was to become the dominant partner was already well established, for it 
was in 1797 that William Burnell opened an account with Harris’s Bank from 
premises in Bretonside (now Exeter Street) and began trading as a general food and 
provision merchant. In this the birth year of your family firm England was at war 
with Frances, and the pioneers of the business who built the first stepping stones to 
success lived in hard and uncomfortable times. The town was small and 
encompassed by a wall, in the Sound there was no breakwater, and enemy ships 
could – and on four occasions did – raid the town. Tall sailing ships brought their 
merchandise to the port, and foreigners could be seen every day in the taverns at the 
Barbican, or occupying hostelries at Bretonside. Public executions took place at 
Cattedown and on the Hoe. 

The firm was carried on by William Burnell and his sons, moving in 1828 to 
premises in Bilbury Street, and when Eldred joined the firm he lived on these 
premises. In 1846 a Mr. Thomas Nicholson joined the Burnells; he was a partner in 
a firm of Shipping Agents who used to bring sugar into Plymouth from Germany. At 
the same time Eldred Brown was invited to become a partner, and the firm became 
known as Burnell, Brown & Nicholson. There is a balance sheet of this date still in 
existence, of which a rough copy has been made as follows: 

 
DEBIT     CREDIT 
 

John Burnell, private account – £5.425. 4. 0.   Cash in House– £     671. 11. 11. 
Eldred Brown  –   1,863. 0. 0.   Stock –    12,468.  3.   1. 
J. Nicholson  –   1,833. 0. 0.   Book Debts –    11,790.  0.   0. 
Harris & Co., Naval Bank 
  Stock Book  –   4,380. 0 .0.   less            224. 15.  0. 
Sundries from Merchants’           11,565.  5.  0. 
  Ledger as shown in 
  Stock Book  –   9,403. 0. 0. 
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Profits to: 
  J. Burnell, Eldred Brown 
  & T. Nicholson of 
  £600 each.  – £1,800. 0. 0.            
 

 £24,705. 0. 0.       £24,705.  0.  0.  
 

If Eldred Brown was receiving £600 a year, he was evidently doing very well 
indeed. He had invested nearly £2,000 in the firm, but we do know where this 
money came from. 

John Burnell retired in 1853, and for one year the firm was known as Brown & 
Nicholson. At this time there was a Joseph Wills, a connection by marriage of 
Eldred’s brother William Roberts, trading with a Mr. Millward in Notte Street. In 
1854 Mr. Millward died, and Joseph Wills joined up with Brown & Nicholson; the 
firm, now Brown, Wills & Nicholson – to be known for over a century as “B.W.N.” 
– moved to the Abbey Stores in Finewell Street, where they were to remain until the 
premises were destroyed by enemy action in 1941. At the same time they acquired 
the adjoining Prysten House; this famous old building dates from the late 15th. 
century, and was originally the residence of the Chantry Priests of St. Andrew’s 
Church. (There is thought to be an underground passage leading from the kitchen to 
the crypt church, but this has never been excavated.) Taken over by the Crown at the 
time of the Reformation, the Prysten House had already had a chequered history, 
and while in the possession of B.W.N. it was used as a private dwelling as well as a 
warehouse and a factory. It remained for a twentieth century vicar St. Andrew’s to 
suggest that the building be restored to the Church and to a more appropriate use; 
Eldred’s successors Joseph and John agreed willingly and sold the building back in 
1921.1t is now one of the city’s most treasured monuments. 

At the time of the merger one hostile voice was raised against Eldred. Mrs. 
Millward, the widow, inherited her husband’s interest in the Notte Street firm, and 
had to be bought out. Now Emma Millward, later to become Emma Broome, was a 
cousin of the Brookes who intermarried with the Browns two generations later I and 
they recall that she ever afterwards used to speak of “that old robber, Eldred 
Brown”. It would seem that he was a sharp business man who did well over the 
transaction. 

What kind of man was he? To understand him one must seek him in the ranks of 
the merchants of Plymouth, living in the quickly growing dockyard town and coping 
with a population growth so rapid that housing conditions became appalling. In less 
than 100 years from the beginning of the century the three towns of Plymouth, 
Stonehouse and Devonport grew from 44,000 to about 190,000. Eldred had unique 
opportunities to take; Plymouth was the trading centre of the South West, and its 
port was extremely prosperous. He saw the coming of the railway and the steamship; 
he would have seen the grain coming in from the Black Sea; he would have seen the 
many mills in Plymouth which were established by the side of the leat which 
brought  
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water in from Dartmoor, and the countryside which was near the town gradually 
being taken over by houses and by industry. He lived through at least one cholera 
epidemic and one outbreak of smallpox, and was surrounded by a population living 
often one family to one room. The tradesmen in the city were individuals, for the 
Company shops were not yet come to destroy the sense of belonging. Bennet the 
Shirtmaker, Carpenter & Gliddon the Hatmakers, Luke the Stationer, Wheeler the 
Draper, Steadman the Bootmaker, Matthews the Confectioner, there they all were at 
the height their careers, earning good money and living in the city identified with 
everything that happened. 

Eldred, it is obvious, was a shrewd business man; when his father made his Will 
he left him only £5, because he was already adequately settled, but made him an 
Executor and Trustee. He seemed to collect responsibilities of this kind, and was 
clearly regarded by his brothers and sisters as the senior member of the family to 
whom they could go for advice and guidance and financial help as well. He acted for 
his sister Mrs. Samwell as Executor of her husband’s Will, saw her through a 
dispute with her step-daughters, and later acted for the step-daughters themselves. 
(Again, these families kept touch; Arthur Wade recalls that as a young man he knew 
“two old dears” in Plymouth, Polly and Rose Samwell, great friends of Lizzie 
Langford.)  

It will be remembered that Eldred’s great-uncle Thomas Brown had given a 
property called Downrow to his daughter Mary on her marriage to Stephen Wade; 
the Wades have recorded that in 1865 their family sold this property to Eldred, who 
kept possession for about six years and then sold it Baron Wharncliffe; no doubt at a 
good profit. (It recently changed hands, with 73 acres but no running water, for 
£18,900). At the same time Eldred sold the old family home at Trenale, also to 
Baron Wharncliffe. We have no details of this transaction, but it was probably made 
on the death of Eldred’s mother Juliana, when the estate was to be realised and 
divided among the surviving children. So it seems that Juliana lived to ripe old age. 

Eldred was now living in Lockyer Street, and probably took his unmarried 
brothers and sisters to live with him; he always retained with his cousins in 
Cornwall, particularly the Wades and the Langfords. There was also a close bond 
between him and his brother William Roberts. He· helped with the education of 
William’s children – Charles Bevan Brown the schoolmaster acknowledges this help 
– and offered openings in the business to his nephews Joseph and John. 

Another aspect of Eldred’s life has come to light through the newspapers of the 
day; he was a public-spirited worker for the poor folk of Plymouth. He was closely 
associated with the “Ragged School” Movement; the first Plymouth school was 
founded in 1848 by him and his partner Thomas Nicholson, and in 1850 a public 
meeting was held with Mr. Nicholson in the chair to form the Ragged School 
Association. Mr. Nicholson told the meeting that there were 2,898 families with 
children in the town, among whom 2,172 families were receiving no education at all. 
The Plymouth, Devonport 
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and Stonehouse Herald records that the resolution to form the Association was not 
without controversy but was carried. 

Eldred became President of the Association in 1871, by which time there were 
two flourishing schools in Catte Street and King Street; evening classes were run by 
voluntary teachers for men and boys, and there were sewing classes for girls and 
also a Sunday School. (The Catte Street building still survives and houses the Kitto 
Club for boys; it is not a thing of beauty and is under sentence of death.) In the same 
year Eldred presided over the Annual Meeting of the Plymouth Working Men’s 
Institute. having himself been one of the founders. 

Again, we hear of him as an active Radical politician. In 1866/67 the Liberals 
were advocating the passing of a Reform Bill to enlarge the franchise, and Eldred 
was invited to become President of the Plymouth Reform League; he accepted, but 
in the letter which concludes this chapter  

you will see that his decision was a costly one. 
The Reform League arranged two demonstrations in 1867, one on 10th. April on 

Plymouth Hoe where about 4,000 assembled at the Bull Ring to hear speeches and 
to demonstrate their support. This was to be a rehearsal for the massive effort on 
Easter Monday, planned to be held in Devonport Park. The Western Daily Mercury 
describes the procession as follows:- 

Mounted Marshalls – Herald on Horseback. 
Mounted Marshalls – Tavistock Town Band. 
Committees of Reform Leagues in carriages with light blue favours and scrolls. 
United Members of Leagues. 
Carriages of Presidents and Secretaries of Leagues. 
Town Band. 
Tailors. 
Amalgamated Engineers. 
Cork Cutters. 
Shoemakers. 
Plymouth Fife & Drum Band. 
Bakers. 
Labourers. 
Boat with Crew of Watermen. 
Plympton Band. 
Operative Masons. 
Band. 
Plasterers. 
Printing Press. 
Smiths. 
Coal Heavers. 
Watermen’s Gig with Crew. 
Fishmongers. 
Mounted Marshalls – Mounted Marshalls. 
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There were three mounted platforms on wagons and Eldred presided at Platform 
1. In his address, he voiced his support of John Bright, and although he had 
reservations about Gladstone, of him too. He was concerned at the attempts to 
deprive people of the right to vote, and recalled that he himself had been struck off 
by the Tax Collectors and had to fight to get his name restored. His address was 
warmly received, and the crowd gave him three cheers. The Demonstration was a 
complete success in spite of heavy rain, and the day concluded with a crowded 
meeting at the Mechanics Institute in the evening when Eldred repeated his address 
once more. 

Eldred, like his nephews, took part in the municipal life of Plymouth, but we 
know very little about this side of his life. We have only a record that he was an 
Alderman in the years 1880/81, and it is at just about this time that his final illness 
must have become serious; we must assume then that his Aldermanship came too 
late, and that ill-health caused his premature retirement. 

He died on February 4th. 1885, in the Abbey where he was then living. He had 
been seriously ill for over five years, and it must have been a merciful release. The 
funeral was private to his family and friends, and he is buried in the Old Plymouth 
Cemetery. His brother Tom and sister Elizabeth were there, so were Joseph and John 
his nephews, the Mayor of Plymouth, and Thomas Nicholson of the firm. The 
Minister was the Rev. Benwell Bird of the Mutley Baptist Chapel, who alluded to 
Eldred’s acts of charity and membership of Institutions in the town. 

Eldred’s religious life remains a mystery, for there is no trace of his having 
taken active part in the life of the Mutley Baptist Chapel or of any other Plymouth 
Church. This is uncharacteristic of the Browns, who usually take a full share of the 
work of the Church to which they belong, and it is possible that Eldred the Radical 
had also become a freethinker. But it is equally likely that he remained a Methodist, 
and that the Rev. Benwell Bird was a personal friend and associate who presided at 
the funeral service in the absence of William Roberts Brown the Methodist minister, 
who was in New Zealand when his brother Eldred died. 

Eldred’s Will, unusually simple for a Brown, appointed his brother William 
Roberts as Executor, and left everything to his brothers and sisters in equal shares, 
or to their issue if they predeceased him. The solicitor who drew it up was Warren 
Tree of Worcester, Eldred’s nephew-in-law. 

The Press uttered not a word about his passing, but an old colleague named W. 
N. Elliott wrote to the Mercury a letter which gives a wonderful word picture of 
your remarkable relative. Here it is, dated February 6th. 1885:- 

“Sir, 
“The death of Mr. Eldred Brown which was announced in your columns ought 

not to pass without comment or without some public acknowledgement of the very 
great services he has rendered to working class men in past years, unhappily 
interrupted by one of the greatest afflictions which it is possible to fall on any 
human being. It was my good fortune to have been associated with him many years 
ago, in the Ragged School movement, as carried out in Catte 
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Street School. Indeed he might be named as the father of the Ragged Schools, so 
intense was the interest he displayed in their welfare. 

“I can recall many proofs of his untiring and unselfish efforts on behalf of the 
poor little waifs and strays who, at that time, had only these schools to look to for 
the rudiments of education. 

“His cheery and benevolent face used to shine with more than wonted fervour 
and kindness as he bustled about to perfect the arrangements for taking the children 
to the open country to enjoy, for at least once a year, a few hours of the invigorating 
and bracing air of the Moors at Horrabridge. 

“By the children themselves, he was dearly beloved, and his friendly recognition 
was always given to those who were pupils in the school. In their after years, many 
were the testimonies gratefully given by those who owed their first start in life to his 
consideration and efforts on the their behalf. Nor was he less solicitous for the 
welfare of adults, for the interest he showed in the establishment of the Lower St. 
Working Men’s Institution and kindred associations were practical illustrations of 
his sympathy. 

“It was as President of the Reform League that we were thrown most closely 
together. With that keen feeling for the interests of the working classes that ever 
characterised him, he threw himself early into the great struggle for reform in 
1866/1867, and although by so doing, he brought down upon himself the strictures 
of his personal friends, he unhesitatingly accepted the Presidency of the League, and 
his whole heart was given to the struggle then pending. 

“With voice and labour and largely with money he aided the Cause, and neither 
threats – nor cajoling – were able to turn him aside from the people’s cause. 

“It was when the great demonstration procession was first bruited that his 
firmness was tested. Every effort was made, every influence was brought to bear on 
him, to prevent his countenance being given to what a section of the Press 
condemned as a proposal to congregate a number of toughs for the purpose of 
threatening the peace and order of the Three Towns, but he was not to be turned 
aside, and the magnificent demonstration found him at its head, presiding at the 
principal platform on the Hoe when upwards of 26,000 people were addressed by 
various speakers. 

“It was not then fashionable for working men to have leaders of the Party 
recognising them. The time had yet to come when their securing of political power 
would make them subjects of adulation and the object of almost parental solicitude. 

“It was Mr. Brown too, who started the National Education League, whose 
agitation so materially aided the passing of the Education Act in 1870. Mr. Eldred 
Brown was one of those men who could give his ungrudging support to an 
unpopular cause. His large-heartedness caused him to espouse the cause of the lowly 
and the humble, and to those who knew him, his memory will ever live in grateful 
remembrance.” 
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William Roberts Brown, like his brother Eldred, left the farming tradition and 

found a completely new sphere of life; he was to serve among the poor, and 
influence for good many people in many places. He was born at his father’s farm at 
Trenale, Tintagel, on June 13th. 1813. This, and the rest of the story of his ministry, 
is recorded in a memoir written by the Rev. Marmaduke Miller (who may have been 
a distant relative marriage through Ralph II’s marriage to Honor Miller.) 

William Roberts’ parent were God-fearing Wesleyans and by them he was taken 
to the Sunday School as a child. When he became 11 years old his parents moved to 
Tredannick Farm, near Wadebridge. As a youth he was thoughtful, his heart being 
drawn out towards God and spiritual things, and when in his 17th. year (1830) he 
attended a Love Feast, he made the great vow and consecrated himself to God and 
His Service. 

(The Love Feast was a meeting that John Wesley had initiated, attempting to 
revive the original Agape or Fellowship Meal of the early Church. Members would 
gather either in the Chapel or in their own homes, and biscuits would be passed 
round among the members of the Society, and a two-handled cup likewise. As the 
biscuits were eaten and the water drunk members would, if they felt led to do so, rise 
in their turn and speak of their spiritual experiences. The emotional impact, 
especially on young people, can be imagined.) 

William’s first step was to become a teacher in the Sunday School; later he 
became Sunday School Superintendent, and afterwards a Local Preacher. Thus he 
was caught up in the religious controversy of his time, full of bitterness in the early 
19th. century, as it is full of bitterness today. This is not a 
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history of Methodism, but Methodism changed the whole future of your family, and 
cannot be ignored. William Roberts was involved in all the stress when men seek to 
understand life from a new angle. 

The Methodists quarrelled amongst themselves; John Wesley destroyed the 
peace of the Anglican Church, and reaped a whirlwind as his followers searched for 
truth. From 1797 onwards small groups seceded from the main body, and in 1835, 
when William Roberts was 22 years old, Methodism was again in ferment. A large 
secession took place over matters of discipline and policy and led to the formation of 
the Wesleyan Association. Ministers were then needed to serve those who had 
seceded, especially in Cornwall where their numbers were large. As we have seen, 
William Roberts’ father was among them. William Roberts was a very able local 
preacher, much in demand and most acceptable to the local Chapels. Pressure was 
brought upon this young son of a prosperous farmer to devote the whole of his time 
to the Ministry. It meant financial sacrifice. He would probably receive about £30 a 
year, and reside in manses of varying comfort; ministers were moved from Circuit to 
Circuit after about a three years’ term. Travel would be on horseback (on the “the 
circuit horse”) or by trap or on foot. If the Circuit could not raise its quota then the 
Minister was committed to raise the balance. (William Booth took this practice with 
him when he left Methodism to found the Salvation Army.)  

So William Roberts Brown left the home of his parents – a life near the soil, 
simple wholesome food, the blazing fire, the horses and cattle nearby, the rolling 
countryside and the nearness of the sea – to travel through many counties, miles 
from his native Cornwall. 

This is the bare record of the ministry of this untrained but naturally talented 
man:-  

1835 Camelford & Wadebridge. 
1838 Helston, Redruth Penzance. 
1841 Tavistock & Devonport; married this year to Eliza Pearce. 
1842 Nottingham; daughter Eliza born. 
1843 Camelford & Wadebridge; son William Roberts born 1844. 
1845 Camelford, Wadebridge & Bodmin; Eldred born 1846. 
1847 Rochdale; Joseph born 1850. 
1850 Darlington; John born 1852. 
1853 Camelford, etc.; Charles born 1854. 
1856 Redruth; Juliana born 1857. 
1860 Helston. 
1863 Bury. 
1866 Louth. 
1869 Bristol. 
1873 Sheffield; his wife Eliza died during his Ministry here. 
1874 Rochdale. 
1876 Rochdale & Castlemere. 
1879 Birmingham. 
1880 retired to Plymouth. 
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It is difficult to think of him as being at home amid the cotton mills in 
Lancashire, steel furnaces in Sheffield or lace makers in Nottingham, or in a large 
city like Birmingham; but 20 years of his Ministry were in his own native county. 
His marriage to Eliza Pearce must have given him some security financially as well 
as socially; their family, born at such scattered places, travelled with them as they 
moved, and acquired such education as they could at whatever schools were 
available. We know from his son Charles’s memories that life was full of hardships. 

The Cornish Methodists loved and revered him; the members of his connection 
showed their confidence in his character by electing him for 19 years to the 
Connectional Committee, and in 1865, when he was 52 years old, he was made 
President of the United Methodist Conference. 

As a preacher he was “plain, pointed and earnest”. He never tried to say fine 
things; all clap-trap and rhetorical tricks were alien to his nature. He felt he had a 
message to deliver and gave that word as became one of Christ’s ambassadors. He 
evidently preached with results; for it is recorded in the Denominational Magazine 
of 1839 that he, with John Harley, conducted a Watch Night Service in the 
Roscarrick Chapel at Port Isaac. The place was packed with fishermen and their 
families, and as William spoke a dramatic influence fell upon the congregation. 
Fishermen given to drink and cock-fighting were converted and turned to hymn 
singing and attending Class Meetings. As they gathered in their nets at seining time 
their melodious voices would blend in striking harmony as they sang their favourite 
hymns.” 

In 1880 William Roberts was forced by-health to retire from the Ministry, but 
with Plymouth as his base he continued to preach, especially in Cornwall in his old 
Circuits. In his retirement he was looked after by his unmarried daughter Eliza; his 
surviving brothers and sisters were living in Plymouth, and his sons Joseph and John 
had already joined his brother Eldred in the family firm. The family were all very 
close, and William Roberts lived to baptise his four eldest grandsons, the children of 
Joseph. 

In the first year of his life, 1884, he was involved in trying to bring peace in 
another quarrel in Cornish Methodism, A local Minister, the Rev. A. Barber at 
Boscastle, had expelled Thomas Roseveare, an old friend of the Brown family. John 
Mead of Boscastle and William R. Brown called on Mr. Barber to request him to 
restore membership to Thomas Roseveare. They had a warm reception, and were 
threatened, if not actually cursed, in the words of the 62nd. Psalm:- “How long will 
ye imagine mischief against a man?” demanded Barber, “ye shall be slain all of you; 
and as a bowing wall shall ye be, and as a tottering fence.” The vindictive words 
seem far from Christian, and the mission was unsuccessful. 

In the Autumn of 1884, William Roberts decided to pay a visit to New Zealand, 
partly with a view to the improvement of his health, but chiefly to visit his scholarly 
son Charles, who had been appointed Headmaster of the Boys’ School in 
Christchurch. In due time he safely arrived in the Colony, and was soon surrounded 
by groups of friends who had known him in the Old Country. The visit was a great 
joy to him, his health seemed to be improved, 
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and his preaching was “blessed to the people”. He had visited many friends and had 
planned a visit to Australia via Auckland, but this was not to be. His work was done. 
On Sunday April 25th. he preached his last sermon; in it he dwelt on the 
lovingkindness of God, as it will be revealed in Heaven, and when so doing he 
added:- “Some of us have got so near that we seem to hear the Angels’ wings.” 

On the following Tuesday he complained of a slight chill, which on Thursday 
developed into pleurisy, and on the Saturday morning he was gone – for God had 
taken him. During his short illness, we are told that his children heard him 
frequently say “Dear Lord”, “Blessed Jesus”, “I will lift up mine eyes to the hills, 
from whence cometh my help”, etc. etc  

His Will is another example of careful apportionment of limited funds according 
to the beneficiaries’ special needs. 

The Executors are named as his sons Joseph and John. 
£50 is left to his son Charles outright. 
The rest is left on trust to be converted into ready money and then invested (“if 

the Executors shall so desire”) in the business being carried on by them at the Abbey 
Stores, for ten years after the day of the testator’s death. 

During that period they (the Executors) are to pay interest of 5% per annum; of 
this income half is to go to his daughter Eliza so long as she remains unmarried, a 
quarter to his son Eldred Roberts, and a quarter to his daughter Juliana Bevan Tree. 
If Eliza marries, a quarter is to go to Eldred and the remainder to be divided between 
the two sisters. At the end of ten years (or earlier if the Executors wish) the capital is 
to be given to Eldred and the two daughters in the same proportions as above. 

Eliza never married. As the first-born, and for many years the only girl, she must 
have had a hard childhood, sharing the drudgery entailed by domestic economy, and 
helping to care for her brothers and sister. She was 30 when her mother died, and 
remained with her father until his death over twenty years later [sic]. Then she made 
her home with her unmarried uncle and aunt, who had moved to the Prysten House 
when Joseph and his family left to live in Woodside. Her niece Kitty remembers 
being taken by her mother to call on Aunt Eliza; they used to talk on the doorstep, 
because Aunt Lizzie and Uncle Tom were not to be disturbed. The old people both 
died in 1899, and Eliza lived alone in Plymouth for the last twenty years of her life. 
In photographs she appears as a remarkably plain woman, and her life must have 
been typical of many “spinster daughters” of her generation, whose lives were 
confined to domesticity and the care of aged relatives; but she was never neglected 
by her family, was regularly visited and included in all their gatherings. She was 
loved by her nephews and nieces, and is dimly remembered as a rather awe-inspiring 
Great-aunt by some of the next generation. 

The second child of this family was William Roberts Junior; he died at the age 
of 24, and we know nothing more about him. 

Eldred, the third child, kept a general store in Lostwithiel; he was probably set 
up in business by his uncle and namesake, and his brothers always kept in 
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touch with him. He had three children: Mabel who died young, Percy who 
disappeared to London and became a taxi-driver, and Edgar. Edgar joined Brown 
Wills & Nicholson and became involved with the Plymouth Brown clan. He married 
Jean Page of the Plymouth Pages, and they had one daughter Josephine. Edgar was a 
sociable and popular man, and a live wire in the business; he became a director in 
1927 when the firm became a limited company, but was dogged by ill-health and 
was forced to retire shortly before his death in 1935. 

Juliana, the youngest, was a striking looking girl with very fine eyes, and 
inherited a good share of the family brains. After leaving school she went to Owen’s 
College, Manchester (which later became Manchester University). Her parents were 
at Rochdale at the time – 1874 – so she was probably able at home and attend daily; 
all the same, it must have meant some financial sacrifice for the family. She left to 
be married before completing her degree course, but she never gave up her 
enthusiasm for learning, as the following recollection will show. When her seventh 
child was well on the way, she walked into Worcester once every week, a mile each 
way, to attend a University Extension Course, and regularly did the homework for 
the class. She was a staunch believer in Women’s Suffrage, and if she had lived in 
London instead of in a quiet Cathedral city might quite likely have been a member 
of the militant movement. She married Warren Tree, and we shall meet her again 
when we come to study the Arrowsmith family. 
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Your family story now moves into the world of living memory of diaries, 

personal autobiography, newspaper cuttings and individual experiences. The senior 
members of the Browns can and do recall their parents and relatives of the previous 
generations. The persons become clearer and their impact upon society easier to 
assess. 

Will you forgive us if we depart from strict birth dates, and consider now the 
story of Charles Bevan-Brown, younger brother of Joseph and John? This is a saga 
complete in itself, without direct impact on those of you who still live in this 
country. 

Charles was christened Charles Edmund, but took the name of Bevan-Brown on 
his arrival in New Zealand to take up the post of Headmaster of Christchurch High 
School for Boys; this was to prevent confusion over names at the school, for there 
was already a master named Brown on the staff. Bevan was the maiden name of his 
great-grandmother, wife of Eldred Roberts, and was also the second name of his 
sister Juliana. 

Evidence of the “living memory” impact of your story is shown thus: seeking 
information about Charles, the writer approached the Mayor of Christchurch for 
assistance. As a result of this contact full details of his career were made available, 
and a national broadcast was made over the New Zealand radio by a previous 
Director of Broadcasting who had served as a master on the School Staff, a tribute to 
a man held in high regard in the country. Much of the story now told in this country 
for the first time comes from Mrs. Elsie Bevan-Brown, widow of Charles son 
Maurice, and from copies of the magazines of the Christchurch High School for 
Boys kindly sent by the Headmaster; these will be part of your family archives. 

Here then read of Charles Bevan-Brown, first through the memory of his son 
Robin, writing of his father in the “Memorial Number” of the school 
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magazine, published in December 1926 to commemorate the death of their old 
Headmaster:- 

“. . . My father was born on November 2nd. 1854, in the little town of 
Camelford in North Cornwall. He was the son of a Methodist Minister and came 
sixth in a family of seven. In those days the bringing up of a large family on a 
slender income was a common experience, but it meant considerable hardship. 
Luxuries were consistently absent, and hard fare, scanty at times, the order of the 
day. 

“The family was Cornish, my grandfather, great-grandfather I and I believe his 
father before him, having been born in a farmhouse ‘Trenail’, not far from Bosinney 
Haven, on the North Cornish coast. My father’s earliest recollections are of this 
neighbourhood; here later on he came to spend his holidays; and when he brought us 
to England in 1899-1900 he took great delight in showing us the old places – the tree 
where he and his brother had carved their names, the old farmhouse ‘Trenail’ where 
as a boy he used to play, and where he learnt to ride. He got to love the cliffs and the 
Cornish sea, where he learnt to swim, and he would often with great affection quote 
from Tennyson’s ‘Idylls of the King’, lines which he believed were written in 
description of this Cornish coast. ‘King Arthur’s castle’ is at Tintagel close by . . . . 

“Relatives lived not far away at Wadebridge” (probably the Pearces) “a funny 
old town with a stone bridge over the River Camel. Some periods of his earliest 
years were spent here and only vague recollections remained; he remembered the 
geese on the wide village green and the chimes of the old village church. 

“After some years in Cornwall my grandfather was moved to Louth in 
Lincolnshire, and my father’s first schooling began here at the Grammar School, 
famous for having taught Tennyson. . . . After a few years here, on his father’s move 
to Bristol, he left Louth and entered the famous old Bristol Grammar School, which 
was founded in the sixteenth century. . . . My father worked very hard, as he wanted 
to win a scholarship to go to Oxford. He worked late, sometimes till one and two in 
the morning, and consequently slept poorly and got into a bad state of health. My 
grandfather took him to Dr. Caldecott (the Headmaster) and explained the position; 
the latter simply said, “Well, Mr. Brown, as a matter of fact I always do my best 
work after midnight,” and here the matter dropped. . . . When on holiday in England 
in 1911 he revisited the school and saw one of his old masters, a master still; “Why, 
you’re Brown the poet,” the old man said, after a little delay in recognition. This 
refers to early attempts at verse-making. During this period and also at Oxford he 
wrote odd verses, and indeed from time to time right up till recently he wrote little 
fragments. 

“In 1873 he won an Oxford leaving scholarship, given by the school, and in 
1874 after a severe ordeal at Oxford was awarded an open scholarship at Lincoln 
College. He often spoke of the excitement in looking at the posted scrap of paper; he 
came within the first three, I cannot be sure where. 

“At school his education had been on classical lines; but he had received a sound 
training in mathematics and I think, in French. Science as taught in 
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schools of those days was of a very vague and elementary kind; but some attempt 
was made to give a smattering of information in chemistry and physics. In October 
1874 he came into residence at Lincoln College. Save for a small sum advanced by 
his uncle” (Eldred) “he supported himself entirely on his scholarships. He read for 
‘Greats’ which is a combination of classics and general philosophy, probably the 
most searching and in many respects most broadening of University courses. He 
made many friends at Oxford, joined the famous Union and took part in debates. 
Herbert Gladstone (son of W.E.) was a friend of his and they both belonged to a 
small unofficial debating club. . . . 

“The Oxford of those days was the Oxford of Jowett, then at the height of his 
power at Balliol, and of Ruskin who wielded great influence as Professor of Fine 
Art. Oscar Wilde, while still an undergraduate, was already forming a cult of 
aestheticism, and my father heard him recite his prize poem ‘Ravenna’, in 1878. 

“Under the influenece [sic] and with the broadening effect of the Oxford world 
of thought his boyish faith in religion was almost, but not quite, shattered; and this 
clouded his happiness and gave him much trouble of mind and heart-searching. He 
read deeply; never, so far as I know, absolutely losing faith, he had a hard struggle, 
for he felt shipwrecked at a time when so many were shipwrecked. The new 
discoveries in science; the repercussions from the Oxford Movement, which had not 
yet died away; the agnosticism of many of the best scholars; the influence of 
Matthew Arnold and Clough, and the new ideas that Oxford gave him – all these 
things were bound to put his earlier faith to a severe trial. This trial lasted for several 
years. But later the influence of T. H. Green, Westcott, F. D. Maurice, and the poetry 
of Wordsworth slowly and steadily permeated his mind, and his faith, on much 
broader and more secure foundations, grew strong and remained with him all his 
life, firm, unfaltering, and unassailable.” 

(All the sons of William Roberts Brown left the Methodist Church, and Charles 
was no exception; he was a practising Anglican from the date of his arrival in New 
Zealand, but yet was on affectionate and understanding terms with his father. This 
story of his spiritual struggles may perhaps throw some light on those of his 
brothers.)  

“But despite religious troubles he had a happy time at Oxford, reading classics 
and philosophy, rowing, taking part in debates, seeing much of his friends, and 
generally profiting from the new experiences that were his. He spent several of his 
long vacations in Germany, where he learnt the language. Friends who knew him in 
these Oxford days have told me of his gaiety, his humour, his keenness for 
discussion and debate. I might mention that he was very fond of fives and also that 
he put in a good deal of time at the Oxford gymnasium. Those who have seen him 
vaulting a five-bar gate, even in the late fifties, will understand where he learnt to do 
these things. 

“He gained a second class in ‘Greats’ in 1878; he was unfit through overwork, 
otherwise he had a good chance for a First.” 

“The same year or the next he was appointed master at Manchester Grammar 
School. . . . He spent many of his holidays with his father, now retired and living 
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in Plymouth. His mother, to whom he was greatly devoted, had died during his 
Oxford career. On one of these Plymouth visits he met my mother, who was then 
living in the little Devonshire town of Plympton St. Mary nearby. They became 
engaged in 1883, and thereupon my father set about looking for a Headmastership. It 
was my mother who first saw the ‘Times’ advertisement for the Christchurch post; 
she cut it out and sent it to my father, who ‘half reluctantly’, as he said, sent in his 
application. They both felt New Zealand was so far away. After a short time he was 
summoned before a board of selectors in Oxford, Jowett amongst them, and was 
appointed in this same year. In January 1884 they were married, and sailed for New 
Zealand. I need only say that the marriage was one of perfect and unclouded 
happiness, and that much of his success in his life’s work was due to the constant 
affection, devotion and sympathy he received from my mother; nor has the School 
ever had a stauncher or more loyal supporter. 

(The marriage of Charles and Annie Cridland created another extension of the 
Brown family circle. She came of an Exeter family, with connections all over 
Devon; her brother-in-law, Mr. A. S, Parker, was a well-known Plymouth architect, 
and did much of the work of B.W.N.; and his daughter Katherine was one of 
Muriel’s closest friends.) 

So this young married Headmaster came to New Zealand, and perhaps a few 
lines about that country should be written now. It was then a British Colony, and had 
attracted a whole group of men and women who were seeking a new world. Settlers 
had been pouring in since about 1850 and had reached flood proportions by the time 
that Charles arrived. Christchurch had grown from a population of 4,000 in 1854 to 
over 25,000 in the early 1880s. It had the atmosphere of an English Cathedral town, 
for Canterbury Province seemed to attract people of English dialect, whereas 
Dunedin in the Province of Otago was mainly populated by Scottish immigrants. 
The South Island had no real problem with regard to the indigenous population of 
Maoris, for there were only 2,000 in 1850 as against 41,0000 “whites”. The total 
population of people of European descent in 1880 had increased to over 160,000, 
and the British in particular brought with them apart from their religious beliefs and 
customs, a state of “demand”, for most of them had found their own country 
disappointing, and they came to obtain a better standard of living. Charles’s own 
starting salary was £1,200 per annum, a high income in those days for a young 
married man. 

The economic situation however when Charles arrived was one of great 
adversity; the depression had started in 1877 and reached its height in 1897, when 
wage and unemployment were rife, and there was much unrest among recent 
immigrants. 

We can now continue the story in Charles’s own words, from his reminiscences 
written on his retirement for the school magazine:- “I got new of my appointment on 
Xmas Eve, 1883, paid a final visit Oxford in January 1884, and received a kindly 
benediction from the aged Prof. Jowett who expressed a hope that I would get on 
with my Board of Governors. This, owing to the consideration of the Governors, I 
have been able to do. I sailed in 
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February with my wife in the old Tongariro, via Naples and the Suez Canal, and 
reached Christchurch at the beginning of April, 1884. 

“The Boys High School had been opened in May, 1881, and the Headmaster 
between then and my arrival had been Mr. T. Miller, a scholarly, high-minded man, 
who had endeared himself to parents and pupils. A disagreement had arisen between 
him and the Board of Governors, and at the end of 1883 he  

had resigned, much to the regret of numerous friends. In the School was 
soreness and upset, many boys having been removed. Naturally his successor, a 
young man of 29, arriving amid this soreness and disquiet, would find things 
somewhat difficult, especially as his experience of schools had not been lengthy. He 
was a new chum and would have to make his way. 

“. . . Boys continued to leave and go across to Christ’s College and other schools 
for some time after my arrival, until in 1886 the numbers went as low as 70. The 
system of ‘moral suasion’, which I found in vogue, was unsuited for any but rare 
spirits, and I had to introduce the ‘ultima ratio’ of the more familiar method. 

“When leaving England, I remember a man asked me how many boys I should 
have under me. On my replying ‘Oh, about a hundred’ he remarked: ‘Mostly 
natives, I suppose.’ There were in fact two natives in the School . . . . 

“From 1889 to 1891 the numbers began to grow, and in the latter year justified 
the first extension. I remember the pride with which I saw the bricks laid, and the 
walls gradually growing.” 

Perhaps it was at this time that Charles received the nickname of “Balbus”, by 
which he was known throughout his New Zealand career. It was a happy name, for 
he was indeed a builder of more than a wall. At the time of his retirement, the boys 
numbered 400 and the School was taking its place as one of the great public schools. 

The work was strenuous, and twice he had to ask for leave of absence to rest and 
recuperate; each time he came home to England, where, in Robin’s words:- “Many 
Old Boys would no doubt have enjoyed seeing my father diving off the rocks into 
the blue Cornish sea, or playing cricket with a motley crowd of young nephews and 
nieces, and generally enjoying himself.” 

When war broke out in 1914 it added greatly to his labours; he took it upon 
himself to write personally to every serving Old Boy, enclosing a small piece of the 
School ribbon. 

He retired in 1920, after 36 years’ service, and intended to maintain his 
connection with the School by teaching the junior forms; but he was worn out, and 
never recovered his health. On his death in 1926, all Christchurch mourned; the 
route to the Cathedral was lined by boys from the School; the procession itself was 
two miles long, and watched by a vast crowd. From the Memorial Number of the 
school magazine we take a few extracts to show something of the character and 
achievements of this remarkable man. 

The Chairman of the Board of Governors:- “Christchurch was indeed fortunate 
when in 1884 there arrived from England a young and somewhat inexperienced 
teacher to take up the position of Headmaster at the Christchurch Boys’ High 
School. The School itself was then in its infancy and its 
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history for the two or three years of its existence had not been altogether placid. 
Charles Edmund Bevan-Brown immediately began with enthusiasm what was to be 
his life-work. For several years bad times limited the attendance at the School; but 
better days returned and with increasing prosperity the pupils began to increase in 
numbers. 

“. . . His influence as a schoolmaster will continue for a long period after his 
death, and his name must remain in Canterbury a household word, as that of Arnold 
of Rugby remains in England up to the present day.” 

The Mayor of Christchurch:- “In my mind Mr. Bevan-Brown is always 
associated with Dr. Arnold of Rugby. Whatever may have been their relative stature, 
they were undoubtedly men of the same type. . . . Without cant, or insincerity, and 
with absolute truth it can be asserted that, with all their failings, Christchurch, and 
Canterbury, and, in a measure, the whole of New Zealand, are more Christian than 
they would have been had he not lived, and laboured, and died amongst us.” 

An Old Boy:- “Forty-two years have come and gone since our old Head stepped 
into the porch of the old School to fill the vacancy caused by the retirement of Mr. 
Thomas Miller, the first Headmaster. Much indignation had been aroused among the 
parents at the causes that led to Mr. Miller’s resignation, and the senior boys 
naturally, as boys will, resented the idea of another’s occupying his place. It can be 
understood that, in the arrogance of youth, we were inclined to criticise harshly the 
work and methods of this young man who had come into our midst. He soon proved 
himself to be a cultured English gentleman and as he made few changes he was 
tolerated. It was when, at the end of the term, he invited the Monitors to spend an 
evening at his home in Springfield Road that we first saw him at his best. He could 
sing and his young wife could play the piano, and we were soon singing choruses 
and spilling tea, but we had seen him unbend and knew him at last for what he was. 
We learnt the chorus of that immortal song ‘Uncle Tom Cobley’, which has 
delighted generation after generation of Old Boys.” 

One of his Staff:- “. . . The greatness of Bevan-Brown stands secure in the hearts 
of his Old Boys and in the tradition of New Zealand Schools. And the basic secret of 
it all? It lay in the strong and serene Christian faith that insisted on having trust and 
confidence in the boy, a trust that almost invariably aroused a responding trust and 
confidence in the boy himself, aroused a pride in the Head and in all that he and the 
School stood for. It could not be better phrased than by an Old Boy who, in telling 
of one of his somewhat troubled interviews with the Head while at School, summed 
it all up with the words: ‘But hang it all, I couldn’t tell the Old Man a lie!’ “ 

His son, Robin:- “To those who only knew him at School or at School 
gatherings I suppose he would appear in grave and serious mien, wrapped up in 
problems and weighty affairs, and despite ‘Uncle Tom Cobley’ such an impression 
would be dominant with most. The other side was to be seen when was he was on 
holiday. He loved the back country, hill-climbing, scrambling up creeks or through 
the bush, fording rivers. . . . Similarly, he was very fond of games of all kinds, and 
entered into them with tremendous zest. . . . It hardly 
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mattered what the game was, cricket, tennis, hide-and-seek, billiards or card games – 
he liked them all and played them with equal enthusiasm. He was very fond of 
impromptu acting and liked getting up charades. Consequently he was always a 
great success at Christmas gatherings, for he was always young enough to enjoy 
himself. You would not think, seeing him dressed up in antimacassars and tea 
cosies, that he was a sage and learned schoolmaster.” 

The Memorial Sermon preached in Christchurch Cathedral, June 12th. 1926:-
“Such a man was he. . . a man with a high ideal of service who felt his work to be, 
not a means of livelihood, but a vocation, a work to which he was called by God, 
and for which he was specially endowed. When he came to the School he found a 
purely secular course of instruction. Such a man could not be satisfied with a lop-
sided and partial system, like that. . . . So he started these classes for religious 
instruction which have had such a Wonderful influence over the whole school. . . . 
Of Arnold of Rugby, to whose educational ideals his were closely related, it was 
said: ‘His education was riot (according to the popular phrase) based upon religion, 
but was itself religious’.” 

Finally, Robin again:- “Fundamentally he was an optimist, and I recall his 
saying to me once words that I think are characteristic of his attitude, that Christ 
came into the world to save, not some men, but every man, and that he believed the 
purpose of God was that all men, good and bad, should ultimately obtain salvation. 
His favourite quotation was from the well-known stanza of ‘Adonais’: 

The One remains, the many change and pass, 
Heaven’s light forever shines, earth’s shadows fly; 
Life, like a dome of many-coloured glass, 
Stains the white radiance of eternity.” 
 

CHARLES BEVAN-BROWN’S CHILDREN 
 
Charles and Annie’s domestic life was obviously very happy. They had three 

sons, all of whom went to their father’s school; they all eventually became doctors, 
and all served in the R.A.M.C. during the First World War. They were very intimate 
with their Devon cousins, with whom they kept in touch all their lives, and are still 
remembered by many of the family. 

Maurice graduated as a B.A. at the Canterbury University in Christchurch and 
was granted a Teacher’s Certificate; he then became a student at Emmanuel College, 
Cambridge, from 1909-1912, where he graduated M.A. with Second Class Honours 
in the Natural Science Tripos. He taught at Loretto in Scotland from 1912-1914, and 
at Wanganui, New Zealand. He served in the R.A.M.C. in Egypt, but was invalided 
home. It was during this service that he decided to take up medicine, and he attended 
the Otago Medical School in New Zealand from 1917-1921; he qualified M.B., 
Ch.B., and with a travelling scholarship he came to England again. 

He was interested in Psychological Medicine, and went as a physician to Guy’s 
Hospital where he met his wife, Elsie Muriel. He went into private 
  



37 

practice as a psychiatrist and also worked at the Tavistock Clinic until 1940. In May 
of that year he left for New Zealand and settled in Monck’s Bay near Christchurch, 
where his two daughters Ruth Wendy and June Mary had been born. (The two girls 
are married; Ruth Tinga lives in Jamaica and June Caplen in Auckland, with their 
families.)  

Maurice founded a Clinic for Medical Psychology in Christchurch with a Staff 
which he had trained personally. He was a mountaineer, climbing in Switzerland and 
Italy. In New Zealand he took over his brother Fritz’s bush property which is now a 
Scenic Reserve. He died in February, 1967. 

Fritz qualified in medicine at Guy’s Hospital in 1916, was sent to Mesopotamia 
in 1917, and remained there until the end of the War. He returned to New Zealand 
and took up private practice in Christchurch, specialising in heart disease. His health 
was always poor, and he died comparatively young in 1934. 

In 1927 Fritz purchased 31 acres of bush to be preserved as a bird sanctuary; it 
was about 65 miles from Christchurch, and was threatened to be taken over for 
milling. He put a fence around the preserve to keep the cattle out, but it was not until 
Maurice came and settled in New Zealand that Robin and Maurice visited Kowai 
Bush to make sure that the fences were secure, and the family now have accepted 
the responsibility of looking after the place. It is now recognised as a Scenic 
Preserve, and has Government protection, but no money or maintenance come from 
that source; this is faced by Mrs. Bevan-Brown and her children. 

You will read later in the life of Kenneth, who died recently in Kenya, that he 
was associated with the establishment of the Game Preserves in that great country. It 
is worth commenting that, although the Brown family severed its active association 
with the soil, and the yeoman was submerged into business and the professions, here 
is evidence of their abiding love for the countryside. 

Robin was a student at King’s College, Cambridge, where he got a Class II 
Classical Tripos, but the First World War changed his outlook, and instead of 
teaching he enlisted in the R.A.M.C. in 1914, and was in France for three years 
working in the Bacteriology Field Laboratory. He returned to New Zealand at the 
end of the War and qualified in medicine, and then worked in the Pathological 
Department of the Auckland Hospital until he contracted tuberculosis. He underwent 
treatment, and made a good recovery and was able to return to medicine. The last ten 
years of his career were spent a Medical Superintendent of Oamaru Hospital; he 
retired in 1955 and died three years later. 
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Before we move on to Joseph and John Brown we must study the family of Isaac 

Arrowsmith, who were to intermarry with the Browns no fewer than three times. 
Isaac was the younger son of another Isaac Arrowsmith, who was a schoolmaster in 
Birmingham and a local preacher – the Nonconformist connection again. Our Isaac 
was a contemporary of Eldred Brown and founded a family business which can well 
be compared to Brown, Wills & Nicholson. 

He married Louisa Williams “on the sly” – according to their son-in-law Joseph 
Brown – and the story is that they eloped together, which was a courageous thing to 
do in those days. The marriage cannot have been kept secret for long, for they had 
ten children. 

We first hear of Isaac as a young journalist in Worcester, where he was engaged 
at the age of 16 on the Worcester Herald. In 1838 the Worcester Chronicle was 
founded, and Isaac became its first manager. To quote from the Chronicle’s obituary 
notice:- “Mr. Arrowsmith took an active, prominent, and, we may add, a very 
effective part, so far as this city (Worcester) is concerned, in the agitation which 
preceded the attainment of the Reform Bill of 1832, and some of our old inhabitants 
will remember his hearty exertions in support of the principles of progress in the 
days when there was pith and marrow in Reforming principles, and cohesion and 
right-down determination in the ranks of the Reforming party. Mr. Arrowsmith was 
a pioneer amongst Reformers here. He was the leading spirit of the branch of the 
Political Union founded in this city at the period, and made it a power by force of 
intellect and will. He 
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distinguished himself at the crisis of the Reform Bill by a very powerful address in 
favour of carrying the measure, at a public meeting on Pitchcroft in May 1832, when 
10,000 persons were present from far and near. . . and he presided over that grand 
dinner of Operative Reformers in the Guildhall (1836), when, as the historian of the 
period records, ‘eight hundred persons sat down to dinner in the outer hall, five 
hundred in the Assembly Room, and others different inns.’ . . . and he moved a 
resolution at Worcester meetings in favour of vote by ballot so far back as 1837 and 
1838. In 1848 we find him moving a resolution against a Government proposal to 
increase the income tax; and in the same year, at another public meeting, he moved 
and carried a petition for Mr. Hume’s motion in favour of the extension of the 
suffrage to householder , which afterwards became law. Mr. Arrowsmith was for 
some years a member of the Town Council, and took an active part in the 
proceedings, always distinguishing himself by the advocacy of measures of sanitary 
reform and social advancement. In 1846 he moved that the Council should erect 
baths and wash houses with as little delay as possible. The motion was carried 
unanimously, a committee was appointed to carry out the benevolent scheme, and – 
nothing was done in the matter afterwards. His removal from the city was felt as a 
loss by the political party in whose service his talents were enlisted, and by a large 
circle whose respect he had won by his decision of character, undeviating 
uprightness, and high moral courage. These lines evoke in many breasts, pleasurable 
reminiscences of the departed, mingled with regret for his decease, and sympathy 
with his widow and surviving family under their afflictive bereavement.” (Worcester 
Chronicle, August 2nd. 1871.) 

It was 1854 that Isaac gave up journalism and moved to Bristol; we do not know 
the reason. He had married young, and his youngest child, Kate, would have been 
eight years old, In the same year he became a partner to Mr. Evans, bookseller, in 
Clare Street, and the rest of his story is recorded in the history of the firm of 
Arrowsmith’s, published in 1955. The first venture of the new partnership was a 
Penny Time Table of Steam Packets and Railway Trains, the first number of which 
was later found in the British Museum; the cover shows a Stephenson type railway 
engine and a steam tug towing a sailing vessel up the Avon; in the background are 
the towers of the Clifton Suspension Bridge, but it is still incomplete, the promoters 
having run out of money. This was the beginning of a still unbroken association 
between Arrowsmith’s and the Railway Companies. 

On 18th. July, 1856, the Bristol Advertiser reported the new firm’s first 
wayzgoose: “Mr. Arrowsmith, of the Clare St. Printing Office, in this City, led out 
the men in his employ to enjoy a rustic holiday. At eight a.m. they assembled round 
his breakfast table in Berkeley Place, which bountifully and tastefully covered.” The 
great day ended when “at eleven the omnibus was loaded with the company, twelve 
in number; and thence, rolling on towards Clifton, night was rendered harmonious 
by the hearty sons of John Bull.” 

In 1857, Evans let Arrowsmith down, in some way not quite clear. Arrowsmith 
realised his losses, and moved to the edge of the quay, at 11 
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Quay Street, to premises which his successors were to occupy for 97 years. Isaac 
and Louisa, with their younger children, moved to King’s Square in the heart of the 
city, and we can guess that they became acquainted with the Brown family when 
William Roberts Brown was minister in Bristol from 1869 to 1873. 

There is a charming coloured photograph, taken in about 1860, showing Isaac 
and Louisa with three sons and five daughters, Kate being a girl in her teens; when 
she was a very old lady her son Jimmy asked her to identify the other brothers and 
sisters, but she could never quite remember which was which. 

Phoebe, the eldest, had married James Tree, a lawyer in Worcester, and was the 
mother of Warren Tree who married Juliana Brown, Joseph’s youngest sister. Kate, 
the youngest, was younger than her own nephew, and always addressed her eldest 
sister as “Sister” Phoebe. (To add to these complications, Joseph and Kate Brown’s 
son Ralph was to marry Warren and Juliana Tree’s daughter Janet; they were first 
cousins through Joseph and his sister Juliana, and first cousins once removed 
through Kate and her nephew Warren; this makes their daughter Dorothy her own 
second cousin and first cousin once removed. Other interesting variations can be 
worked out when Browns foregather on wet winter evenings.)  

To continue with the story of the Trees – Warren and Juliana had eight children, 
five girls and three boys. These children and their Brown cousins knew each other 
from childhood and often paid visits to each other’s homes. All three boys, Charles, 
Frank and Philip, were killed in the First World War; this virtually broke their 
father’s heart, and he died soon after the war ended. The death of all his sons 
affected him in another way too; Warren Tree had succeeded his father in an old 
firm of family solicitors, and the death of all his sons meant that there was no-one 
left to carry on the business; so, though the name of Tree is still retained, there is no 
member of the family in it. 

Juliana, as we have seen, was a decidedly forceful woman, and had ideas well in 
advance of her time. She believed that girls should have equal opportunities of 
education with boys, as she herself had had. So the eldest daughter Margaret was 
sent abroad to learn languages, Jessie and Beth went to the Royal College of Music, 
and Mary and Janet to Oxford, Margaret and Jessie never married; Beth married into 
the Rowntree family, Mary married Tom Stinton, who later became Headmaster of 
Newcastle-under-Lyme Boys’ High School, and Janet married Ralph and got caught 
up in the Brown family. 

Here we must mention Warren Tree’s sister Louie – “Aunt” Louie to the Trees, 
“Cousin” Louie to the Browns. She was a great character, much loved by all the 
family, a warm-hearted, somewhat erratic person, full of enthusiasms. Once after a 
visit to Italy she said ecstatically to her niece Janet, “To see Assisi again for the first 
time is a thing that even God Almighty cannot do for one.” She worked for a time at 
the Women’s University Settlement in London, and must have been one of the 
pioneers of Children’s Country Holidays. 

Back to Isaac Arrowsmith’s children: William, the eldest son, caused a scandal 
by marrying his cook, Jane Jenkins; they emigrated to Australia and 
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had seven children. It is not true, as has been rumoured, that he was cut off with a 
shilling; he returned to Bristol with his surviving children, who remained in touch 
with the rest of the family, and three of his sons were mentioned in their uncle 
James’s Will. 

Bessie remained unmarried. Annie married William Maund, a grocer in Bath 
and had eight children. One daughter married her cousin Ebenezer Tree (Cousin 
Ebbie) who became a missionary in Trinidad, and whose two granddaughters are the 
last of the Trees. Another daughter, Crystal, married a naval officer and was the 
mother of Vera Duggan. And Annie’s son Arthur Maund was an Alderman in 
Worcester and is said to have originated the idea of painting white lines down the 
middle of the road to help motorists; this idea was acted upon by Worcester City 
Council and taken up soon after by the country generally. Joseph Brown look a great 
interest in Arthur’s son John Maund and helped with his education; John is the 
present Bishop of Lesotho and so far the only bishop in the family. 

Isaac Arrowsmith Junior and his sister Anna Maria died in the autumn of 1860, 
within two months of each other; the other two children had died very young. So 
when Isaac came to make his Will in 1866 he had two sons and four daughters. 

He first directed the payment of a debt of £250 to his son-in-law W. H. Maund. 
His Insurance was to be invested for the use of his widow and on for Bessie and 
Kate, the then unmarried daughters; but on the death or marriage of either, it was to 
go to the other, and on the death of the survivor to the surviving children or their 
issue (So Kate on her marriage to Joseph came empty-handed, as the phrase was.) 
The rest of the estate (which was under £5,000) was left to Isaac’s widow 
absolutely. The business was left to Trustees; it was to be carried on by his son 
James, who was to receive a salary of £200 per annum and commission, and was to 
produce the account books regularly for the inspection of the Trustees, all profits 
being paid to Louisa. James was, however, given the option to purchase. The Will 
was witnessed by Isaac’s grandson, Warren Williams Arrowsmith Tree. 

So it was James Williams, the third son, who succeeded his father in the family 
business, under these rather peculiar conditions. He did exercise his option to 
purchase, and it his name that the firm now bears. Early photographs show him to 
have been a very good-looking young man, and he is remembered as a forthright, 
not to say formidable, character. To quote from the Arrowsmith History:- “When J. 
W., in his early twenties joined his father in the business, he was paid three shillings 
a week, and was made to keep meticulous accounts of his personal expenditure, 
which received the parental approval and signature. . . . It may well be that 
memories of the early discipline at the parental hand caused J.W. to be the generous 
employer that he was. It is true that in 1874 we find him writing angrily to a 
forerunner of the present Typographical Association ‘I cannot too strongly express 
my disapprobation that the profession of printing in Bristol is descended to the low 
ebb of requiring an agitator to come amongst them for the purpose it seems to me of 
spreading discord. . . . You will be good enough to understand 
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me that I do not so much object to paying the 2d. extra overtime as to the manner in 
which it is demanded.’ It was probably two years later, in 1876, that his employees 
each received a week’s paid holiday. By 1882 he had perceived the benefits of 
insurance for his employees and was ready to effect it. The gift was perhaps more 
qualified than our generation would consider proper, but such a proposal must have 
been much in advance of his time. Finally, in 1894, he took an important step; he 
reduced the working week of his employees to 48 hours. The customary week in the 
printing industry at the time was 54, and it was 25 years later, in [19]19, that the 48-
hour week was adopted by the industry on a national basis. . . . At about the same 
time he started the Arrow Bowling and Quoits Club, with permission to use a corner 
of the Gloucestershire County Ground.” 

In 1881 J. W. first tried his hand at publishing; two attempts failed, then came 
his first success “Called Back”, to be followed by “Three Men in a Boat”, “Three 
Men on the Bummel”, “The Prisoner of Zenda”, “Rupert of Hentzau” and “The 
Diary of a Nobody”. He also published for Conan Doyle, but it is believed that he 
turned down the Sherlock Holmes stories. Certainly after the turn of the century he 
never again found a real publishing success. 

J.W. was a keen Volunteer and a very good rifle shot; he was also an active 
supporter of Gloucestershire County Cricket Club and a friend of W. G. Grace, who 
entrusted him with the publication of his definitive book on cricket. Unfortunately 
J.W. wanted a cheap publication for a wide sale, while W. G. insisted on a 
sumptuous production with no expense spared. The subsequent  

correspondence includes this letter:- “Dear Arrowsmith, I have put your letter in 
the fire, and hope our present friendship will be the same as before, although on 
business matters we do not agree. Yours truly, W. G. Grace.” The book was 
published in the end exactly as W. G. Required. 

J. W. was also one of the small band of Bristolians who supported the Bristol 
University in its early struggles as “University College”. He founded the Colston 
Research Society, a body of Bristol citizens who wished to assist the University 
College. From its inception in 1899 the registered office of this Society has always 
been the address of Arrowsmith’s, and its Honorary Secretary has by tradition been 
for three generations the Chairman of Arrowsmith’s. J.W.’s contribution to the 
University is commemorated by the Arrowsmith Tower, in the entrance hall of 
which a bronze tablet records an unusual tribute to an employer from his staff: “By 
leave of Council the workpeople of James Williams Arrowsmith of 11 Quay Street 
Bristol, Printer and Publisher, and others connected with him in his business set up 
this tablet as a mark of their esteem and regard as well as to record that on the 22nd. 
day of September 1911 Council resolved in commemoration of the distinguished 
services rendered by him to the University that this tower should henceforth be 
known as The Arrowsmith Tower.” 

In private life James Arrowsmith was a devoted family man; his niece Crystal 
Duggan used to recall that he liked to have his married sisters and their children 
staying with him, and enjoyed reading aloud to the family 
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party, “especially when the book was ‘Three Men in a Boat’ “. He married rather 
late in life; the marriage is recorded in the Register of St. Andrew’s Church, 
Plymouth August 31st 1882. James Williams Arrowsmith, 99 Whiteladies Road, 
Clifton, to Kate Adams, 7 Osborne Place, Plymouth. Kate Adams was the sister of 
Alice Adams who married John Brown a year or two later. The marriage was a very 
happy one, but they had no children. 

It was now no longer the fashion for business men to live in the city, and James 
moved to Upper Belgrave Road, overlooking Clifton Downs. It was a newly built 
house, large and very handsomely furnished in true Victorian style; needless to say, 
every room was full of books. Here he lived in considerable comfort and “kept his 
carriage”; and here his nephews and nieces used often to come and stay. James was 
especially fond of his youngest sister Kate; he took a great interest in all her 
children, made them some handsome presents and helped with the education of 
Kenneth and James, who both went to Clifton College. He the young James into the 
firm and trained him as successor; on his death in 1913 he left a publishing firm in 
decline, but a printing business with a great future ahead. 

J. W. Arrowsmith’s Will, made in 1911 after the death of his wife, occupies 
seven pages of legal script and probably holds the family record for length and 
complexity. He bequeathed collection to the Corporation of Bristol, six unmarried 
women were to receive annuities (e.g. £16.5s. payable as £1.5s. every four weeks to 
his maternal cousin Anna Maybury, which was to prove a constant headache to his 
Executors); he left £50 each to all those who had been in his employment for ten 
years; three figure legacies to a sister-in-law, a niece, eleven nephews, his 
Executors, his coachman and his cook; smaller amounts to his gardener and his 
parlour-maid; and £7,000 to his sister Kate. Of his shares, £3,000 worth were to go 
his nephew Charles Pearce Brown (who at the time was a helpless invalid) and other 
amounts to a brother-in-law, another sister-in-law, two unmarried Maund nieces and 
the secretary of J.W. Arrowsmith Ltd. Finally, after very complicated directions 
about his personal effects, the residue went to his nephew James. 
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Joseph and John in Brown, Wills 
& Nicholson 

 
We have seen how Eldred the bachelor looked after his brother’s children, and it 

would seem that Joseph and John were chosen from a very early age as his 
successors in the business. It is probable that John joined the firm before Joseph did, 
but they both became partners in about the year 1880 when Eldred’s health was 
beginning to fail; Joseph left his job in Edinburgh to take up the position. Eldred and 
the other two partners all died within a few years, and the two brother, now in their 
thirties, carded on together. Veteran employees of the firm say that Joseph had the 
sales promotions as his special province, while John, who seemed to have a capacity 
for administration and judgment, was in charge of internal production and office 
organisation. 

The business of Brown, Wills & Nicholson, so long the centre of the family 
income, presided over by Eldred, was now ready for expansion and development, 
and both the new partners knew. and understood the West Country. 

The railway age was reaching its peak, and these two young men made the old 
firm a first class distributing centre of foodstuffs throughout Devon and. Cornwall. 
They not only expanded their agencies where they held stock of other firms’ 
products, but began to blend their own teas, do their own packaging, and 
manufacture sausages and all sorts of pies. They cured their own bacon and ham, 
using shavings and sawdust of beech wood, and so adopted the name “Beechwood” 
for their own products. Joseph supervised the general buying and John the tea 
purchases. The Abbey Stores in Finewell Street was a hive of industry; even today it 
is said that the Prysten House bear at times the aroma of bacon curing. 

The tea department had a staff of eight weighing and packeting Sunny Island 
Tea. John acted as tea taster before the blends were mixed, and woe betide the 
packager who put too much tea in the packet. John would take the extra tea, empty it 
into his hand and say This amount in a thousand packets represents our profit.”  

Six horse-drawn vans would deliver goods to all the towns and villages within 
reach of Plymouth, and consignments were sent by rail to all the areas served by the 
two Railway Companies. By 1900 they had ten vans, and six salesmen’s vans selling 
direct to small shop-keepers. Between 1900 and 1914 the firm bought first a boat 
called “The Boy George” and afterwards another called “The Rival”, which took 
groceries to Looe, Mevagissey, St. Austell, Falmouth and Penzance, and also 
Kingsbridge and Dartmouth. They sailed 
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from North Quay, Devonport, carrying four tons of cargo at a time. The first lorry 
was bought in 1914; Joseph wanted to buy ten at once, but John urged caution; 
however, after a successful trial period the fleet was expanded, and the stables in 
Hoe Street which had housed ten horses and twelve wagons were converted into 
garages. 

The total number of employees including management at me turn of the century 
had risen to 100 and were almost entirely male. Wages were at the current rate for 
the town – £1 per week for men and 8s. for boys; full sick pay was given for one 
week and half pay for the second week. Joseph und  

John had forged a link with the staff which created a remarkable tradition; to 
work for Brown Wills was a privilege, youngsters leaving school would come armed 
with references from their local vicar, and sons of employees were ambitious to 
work in the same firm as their fathers, To talk with old pensioners of the firm 
brought in every case tributes to their employers’ integrity “they wanted good 
measure for what they paid but were always fair” – “you were never judged 
unheard” – “they were kind especially to any of us were sick”. They remember the 
outings given by the firm, with a dozen four-in-hand wagons drawn up in the 
Guildhall Square, or special train journey to Ilfracombe and Newquay. 

When war broke out in 1914 number of employees had risen to 172 men, 20 
boys and 7 women. The total number who served in the First World War was 169, a 
figure accounted for by those who joined the staff during hostilities and were then 
called up. Nineteen were killed and many wounded. Joseph wrote a moving article 
which was printed in a small booklet to every man who returned home, a copy of 
which is in your family archives. It is typical of the language and sentiment of the 
period, and when referring to those who had died, he asks if he may include Lt. A. 
R. Brown “who, although not of our staff, was closely identified with us.” 

Your family fortunes were reinforced by the inevitable expansion of business 
during the First World War, and when we come to the more personal story of Joseph 
we find how disturbed he was over the moral issue of profiting from rising prices. 
However, he and John were very conscious of opportunities given to the firm, and 
one result was the opening of the Gelatine Works in 1915 for the manufacturer of 
bone glues and sundry animal by-products such as bone fertilisers and calcined bone 
for making bone china. They used part of the premises in Finewell Street (which had 
been extended in 1912), but after the war the undertaking was moved to Millbrook 
in Cornwall and later to Cattedown Road. They marketed the “Prince Rock” Glue 
very successfully and the business was sold to British Glues and Chemicals Ltd., in 
1921, when Edgar Brown was made local Director. 

The next generation was beginning to come into the firm – Joseph’s sons 
Kenneth and Charlie, John’s son Jack, and their nephew Edgar. In 1921 the Prysten 
House was sold to the Vicar and Churchwarden of St Andrew’s Church, and the 
Beechwood Factory in Alexandra Road, which had hitherto been a brewery, was 
acquired by the firm and converted into a meat preserving and food factory. 
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There were hard times ahead, for the firm suffered with many others in the post-
war depression; but the family atmosphere remained . One old employee, Mr. 
Herbert Woodman, has written some reminiscences for us, and he clearly found it a 
happy and even romantic place to work in. “The pervading smell was a scent of its 
own. Spices, fruits, cheese, etc., the aromatic smell of roasting coffee, were all 
blended by an invisible hand, to bring to your senses the nations of the world.” He 
had a great respect for all the Browns – “fair men, who look after the staff. They 
encouraged people to become part of the firm, in an age when there was very little 
security of tenure. . . they fostered the family spirit, and the security of your job, and 
family life.” Mr. Woodman, as a married man, earned only £2.6.0 per week, but 
“sick members of the staff received full pay, indefinitely, until they were back at 
work.” He recalls the General Strike of 1926, when “everything in Plymouth came 
to a standstill, and the only big business house that did not strike in Plymouth was 
the firm of Brown Wills & Nicholson with their liberal working policy and their 
religious beliefs.” 

In 1927 the firm became a private limited company, still in the control of the 
Brown family, and its history will be continued when we come to the stories of 
Kenneth and Charlie. 
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The recording of the story of Joseph Pearce Brown is not at all easy, for he was a 

complicated man. He was a father of a family, a successful business man, and the 
personification of the voluntary public servant, and all three facets of his life are 
intermingled. To enable you to understand him, we have a mixture of the memories 
of his children and grandchildren, and of those who worked for him, the newspaper 
of his day, and his own writings. He left accounts of two journeys, to the United 
States in 1888 and to South Africa in 1890, and from 1901 until his illness in 1933 
he kept an intermittent but voluminous diary. The diary is not literal day by day 
record of his life, but rather a mixture of dates, political and social activities, 
religious reflections and family comments, and through them it is possible to get 
closer to the man himself. He was not writing primarily for others to read, but to 
remind himself of the life he led, and as a medium of thinking in written words – a 
discipline to enable his critical faculties to look within. He appears as a deeply 
introspective man, whose life was based firmly on his religious beliefs in spite of 
periods of doubt and even despair; for, like many of the family, he suffered from 
attacks of severe depression, and went through the whole of his adult life in a maze 
of questioning uncertainty. He obviously loved the English language, and found joy 
in the music of well-chosen sentences. Like his brother Charles he was a poet, a 
reflective one, catching a glimpse of beauty and endeavouring to translate the vision 
into a permanent form. We see him as deeply interested in all political and religious 
problems, and always read to read, to listen and to discuss; not much interested in 
contemporary art and literature 
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but well-read in the English classics and well acquainted with the history of Western 
culture. 

The travel records fascinated the author and baffled him. Joseph, like so many 
Liberals of the Victorian and Edwardian eras, found it difficult to define truth in 
simple terms of good and evil. When he went to South Africa, for example, he found 
engaged on the tea plantation (in which Brown Wills had a financial interest) coolies 
from India and China working long hours for low pay at back-breaking labour. As 
you read, there is revealed an acceptance, with regret, that these fellow human 
beings were there, performing service beyond the capacity of Europeans, yet 
receiving an unfair reward for their labour. His was the reaction of the realist rather 
than the idealist, concluding that conditions were unjust and unsatisfactory in South 
Africa, but a great improvement on the lot of the imported labourer compared with 
the standard they had endured in their native lands. Like most Liberals he could see 
the third aspect of a two-sided problem (and, incidentally, if the Browns met to 
discuss any problem, the two-sided problem tended to become octagonal!) 

You are involved, as a family, in this fascinating story the clash of colour and 
race in Burma, New Zealand, America and Australia, and in the development of the 
class struggle in our own country, for Brown, Wills Nicholson and J.W. Arrowsmith 
Ltd. did not exist and succeed in a social vacuum. It would seem that Joseph 
accepted a world of the weak and the strong, and his philosophy that the strong 
should sustain the weak, frowning on exploitation, but withdrawing from 
involvement in its adjustment. 

Joseph was born in Rochdale on January 13th. 1850, and during his childhood 
his parents moved to Darlington, Camelford, Redruth, Helston and Bury; so he 
would have attended three or four different schools. We know from early letters that 
he won a prize in the Christmas half of 1863, at Mr. Odger’s School in Bury, and 
that he left school at the age of 16 to go into the tea trade. One wonders whether this 
was his own decision, or what pressures were brought to bear by his uncle Eldred, 
for it has always been family tradition that Joseph as a young man felt called to the 
Ministry like his father before him, and this is born out by hints in his diary long 
after he had joined the Church of England. 

Nevertheless he joined a London firm of tea importers called Peek Winch & Co., 
and it was here that he met Arthur Brooke who founded the firm of Brooke Bond. 
Though very dissimilar in character and outlook, the two men became friends for 
life, and eventually Joseph’s son Harold married Arthur’s daughter Margaret, and 
Harold’s brother James married Margaret’s sister Aline. 

We do not know where Joseph lodged in London, but he linked himself with a 
Methodist Church in Islington, where he taught in the Charlotte Sunday School, 
Caledonian Road; when he left in 1872 he received a letter of appreciation from the 
Church, which was found among papers nearly 100 years later. But in a letter to a 
friend he admitted that he was “disappointed in chapel affairs”.  

At this time William Roberts Brown was in Bristol, and we can guess that when 
Joseph went to visit his parents he me Isaac Arrowsmith’s youngest 
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daughter Kate. Their courtship was a long one and he was 27 and she was 30 when 
their marriage took place on January 18th. 1877 at Coverdale Chapel in Bristol. 
Joseph probably deferred marriage until he was financially on his feet; his wife-to-
be was the baby of family brought up in the prosperous middle class, and would be 
accustomed to a good standard of living. Kate never learned to cook; such duties 
would be entrusted to servants, and one imagines that the newly married couple 
started with at least one general servant, and that a nursery maid would be engaged 
when the baby arrived.  

Joseph had now been given a post to Peek Winch as their representative in 
Edinburgh; it was to that city that he first took his bride, and there their first two 
children were born, Kenneth in 1878 and Harold in 1879, It was just after Harold’s 
birth that Eldred offered a partnership to his two nephews, and Joseph and his wife 
came to live in Plymouth. What Kate thought of Prysten House as a residence is not 
recorded; it cannot have been convenient for a young family, but her drawing room 
had once been the priests’ common room, and now, after restoration, it is one of the 
beautiful rooms in Plymouth. Ralph and James were born here in 1881 and 1882, the 
last two children to be born in this historic house. 

In moving to Plymouth, Joseph had rejoined the family circle; his father, now a 
widower, his sister Eliza, his uncles Eldred and Tom, his aunt Lizzie and Juliana, 
and his brother John were all living there. Joseph became a Lay Preacher in the 
Methodist Chapels in the countryside, travelling like his father by pony and trap, He 
often talked to his children about these days, but he never spoke of his reasons for 
leaving the Methodist Church. His four eldest sons were all baptised at home by 
their grandfather, including, James in 1883, but Joseph himself joined the Church of 
England and was confirmed in St. Andrew’s Church by the Bishop of Exeter on 
November 15th. 1882. 

He joined the congregation of St. John’s, Sutton – then, as now, a “High” 
Church – where he worshipped for the rest of his life. Throughout his life this 
severance from the Church of his father caused him concern, and in his later years 
he wrote of his loneliness in the Anglican Church, and of missing the friendship of 
his early experience. 

After James’s birth the family moved to Woodside, and after Muriel’s birth to 
Houndiscombe Villas, which was to be their home for thirty years. It was a rather 
poky terrace house with no garden, but it had plenty of bedrooms, and was within a 
few minutes’ walk of Mutley Station, from which one could catch a train out to 
Dartmoor. Over sixty years later, Charles was to recall the horse tram which ran in 
front of the house, and another service of two horse trams along Tavistock Road, 
with an extra horse being added at Sherwell Church. He remembered Breton onion 
boys who would call with strings of onions on poles to sell to his mother, and the 
firewood seller who called with a wagon drawn by six donkeys, all in single file. 
The other side of the railway was open country, and the boys walked over fields to 
their preparatory school at the top of Pentillie Avenue. 

Domestic life was set in a pattern which never varied, wherever the family lived. 
Furniture, books, pictures and ornaments were accumulated over the 
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years, or inherited from previous generation. It is difficult to realise how totally 
dependent the family were on their servants; there would always be a staff of two or 
three, with nursemaids for the children, and in case of serious illness a nurse was 
always engaged. Routine was rigidly regular; the day began with family prayers, 
read by Joseph and attended by both family and servants. Four punctual meals were 
served every day, the food being plain and rather monotonous – fish on Fridays, 
junket on Sundays, stewed fruit and custard every weekday. Sunday was strictly 
observed in the Nonconformist tradition of Joseph’s own childhood and youth – no 
games, no newspapers, no sewing or knitting. The children had to learn by the 
Collect for the Day, and, when old enough, the Epistle too. 

Neither the men nor the women of the family followed the fashion in dress very 
closely, and when they reached middle age often gave up any attempt to follow it at 
all. Joseph’s and Kate’s costume remained Victorian to the end of their lives. 

They were a closely knit, self-contained family, relying for their social life 
chiefly on each other and their cousins – Browns, Adams, Trees, Pearces, Maunds 
and Willses. They hardly had time to other friends, but those they did make were 
very close and almost counted as family. They were great players of games, both 
indoors and out. Of the indoor games, there were “Nouns”, a fearsome test of 
general knowledge, and “Mrs. Grundy”, an equally fearsome test of vocabulary. 
There were also various forms of highly competitive card games, and Joseph and his 
sons were all keen chess players. Out of doors they would play any ball game that 
offered, but their own peculiar favourite was “Snobs”, a curious form of cricket 
played with one wicket, a tennis ball and a cricket stump. They were all united in a 
real love and knowledge of Dartmoor, which they explored by train and on foot, 
being all keen walkers. 

Joseph became a Plymouth magistrate early in the 1890s and in 1896 was 
elected as a “Progressive” to the Town Council, where he immediately made his 
mark. He was tall – well over six feet – splendidly proportioned, handsome and 
impressively bearded. An old lady talking recently in 1970 described his appearance 
as “majestic”, and, in fact, if you compare photographs of Joseph and Edward VII, 
both have a common dignity of bearing. 

We now enter the period covered by the diaries, and many entries give a clear 
image of the strains and calls upon those who render voluntary service to the 
community and bear responsibly for decisions; Joseph was not a man to take 
responsibility lightly. In 1901, re-elected to the Council against a Tory opponent, he 
was made Chairman of the Housing Committee and plunged himself into various 
schemes for providing better housing though (though clear in his mind that this 
should not be subsidised by the rates). Rents were low in those days, and he soon 
discovered that not all wanted better housing. One of his constituents came to him 
worried because she had received notice to quit her council house. She lived in How 
Street, and did not want to move as she liked it there and liked her neighbours. On 
questioning her, he found that 
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husband, wife and seven children lived in two rooms and scullery, the rent being 4s. 
per week including rates. 

As well as his work as Councillor and Magistrate, he was prominent in church 
affairs as churchwarden and member of Ruri-decanal Conference, and held a series 
of religious discussion groups in his own home. In 1901 we find him involved in 
doctrinal controversy, objecting to some very “high” practices which the Vicar of St. 
John’s was then introducing. He also found time to interest himself in national 
politics, attending Liberal Party meetings, and speaking “tentatively of an Old Age 
Pension irrespective of contribution for all of say 65 who could show clear 
character”. 

In one way he was an anomaly, a Liberal and yet a High Anglican, while most of 
his fellows were Nonconformist and anti-Anglican. The controversy over the 
teaching of religion in schools worried him deeply, and often his was the only voice 
in the Party advocating the continuance of Charity Schools, and of religious teaching 
in State Schools. When considering whether the Church should be involved in party 
politics, the 1895-1905 period should be studied. Joseph records an incident in St. 
John’s, Sutton, in 1905. A special Children’s Service was being held, and the Vicar, 
the Rev. Salt, said in his address to the children:- “This is the only House of God in 
this parish”. whereupon a Mr. Lucas, a councillor and prominent Nonconformist, 
who was present through curiosity, rose in his pew and said “It’s a lie.” The Vicar 
ordered Lucas to leave the church, which he refused to do. The Vicar summoned the 
teachers to put him out, and he entrenched himself in the pew and dared them to 
touch him. The service ended in uproar and the children were dismissed, many in 
great discuss. The Vicar issued a summons against Mr. Lucas, and explained that his 
sentence had been interrupted and that he had had meant to continue: “where the 
Anglican Service of Communion is practised.” Lucas became a hero among his own 
people, and Joseph, who had been present, felt bound to protest in the local press 
against his scandalous behaviour. How these Christians loved one another! 

It seems that all this activity left Joseph with too little time for business, private 
life; in 1904 he retired from the Council, under pressure from John and with great 
reluctance, but hoping to give more time to more general meetings and “to do some 
decent reading”. But he continued as magistrate, and some of the cases before him 
caused him deep emotional concern, one especially of a doctor and his wife charged 
with cruelty to their three children. Drink was the cause of their downfall and from 
an income £2,000 a year they sank into poverty and neglect of duties. Joseph could 
not listen un-moved to the story of the decline of a cultured wife, and could see no 
future for them. The day’s entry in the diary finishes: “I have to sit on the Bench 
tomorrow to hear the Barbican murder case,” the story of which he does not record. 

Curiously, he says little about one of the most important contributions to the life 
of his city, the founding of the Civil Guild of Help in 1907. He and John worked 
together to bring it into being; John became Honorary Treasurer, and Joseph was 
Chairman from 1916 until he died, when his son Charles took 
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over. (Thus a record was established of father and son holding office for over 40 
years.) 

In 1902 Joseph and Kate celebrated their silver wedding, and their children gave 
them a photograph of themselves in a family; stiff and formal, and framed in silver, 
it always stood on the piano in the drawing-room. The sons were now growing up 
and beginning to scatter, Kenneth to South Africa, Harold and Ralph to Burma, 
Jimmy to Bristol. Charlie remained at home and was destined for the family 
business. In 1905 Joseph took his third overseas journey, to South Africa to visit 
Kenneth and look after certain business interests of Brown, Wills & Nicholson. 
There was some talk of Kate’s going with him, but in the end he went alone. His 
record of this trip is that of an absorbed observer, but a note of disapproval can be 
heard from time to time. We have already noted his observations on the system of 
coolie labour; he also records a “highly feverish” atmosphere in Johannesburg, and 
was much disturbed at having to attend a formal dinner on Ash Wednesday. One 
wonders what South African white society made of this serious and puritanical 
visitor from the Old Country. 

The next few years were overshadowed by Charlie’s illness and Dorothy’s 
sudden death, and the next entry in the diary is a long account of a trip to 
Switzerland and Italy with Kate and a contingent of Pearce cousins; the money was 
provided by Ralph. In the following year Joseph joined a Cook’s Tour to Rome with 
his brother Charles from New Zealand; this was not a success, as Joseph liked to do 
his sight-seeing at leisurely pace and after plenty of preparation. 

In 1910 Joseph took a lease of Links Lodge at Yelverton on the edge of the Golf 
Course, and the family spent every summer him until after the First World War, 
moving back to Houndiscombe Villas for the winter. It was a most extraordinary 
Victorian house, semi-detached and built on four floors with a basement kitchen, 
although it was in the depths of the country and surrounded by a large garden with 
stables and tennis-court. 

In 1911, after seven years’ absence, Joseph was re-elected to the Council, and a 
two year gap in the diary probably indicates that he was once more under heavy 
pressure of commitments. As Chairman of the Insurance Committee he strongly 
supported the new Medical Benefits Scheme, and carried it through in Plymouth in 
spite of opposition from the local doctors. His association with the Voluntary 
Hospital Movement was active and rewarding, and he foresaw, long before it came 
to pass, a State Hospital Service. 

The outbreak of war found him immersed in work, particularly in housing and 
education, but not only connected with the Council. Like W.E. Gladstone, his fellow 
Liberal (for whom he had a deep admiration), he was concerned about the moral 
difficulties of young girls, and was one of the founders, in 1916, of St. Margaret’s 
Home for women and girls in trouble. 

(To this venture he promised to give £200 a year for two years anonymously.) In 
the same year he was elected diocesan representative, to the House of Lay- 
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men: he did not serve for long, and admitted that he felt insufficiently equipped to 
take a full part in discussions. 

Meanwhile he had a moral problem of his own; food prices were rising steeply – 
should Brown, Wills sell their considerable stocks at these increased prices? He 
argued this out with himself on two pages of the diary, and came to the conclusion 
that if they sold on the basis of cost it might benefit their retail customers for a short 
time, but that they would suffer in the long run, and that in any case very little of the 
benefit would go to the consumer. 

Ultimately he laid the blame for the situation on the existing methods of trading 
and foresaw that there would be big losses when normal times returned. 

In 1917 Joseph was called to the highest political office that Plymouth could 
offer, and for two successive years was Mayor of the Town. In his first speech in the 
Council he announced that he did not propose to open bazaars or preside at sectional 
religious functions. The war had destroyed much of the glamour attached to the 
office, but his moral leadership was notable. The heavy casualty lists especially in a 
naval port brought heart-break in hundreds of homes, and the task of maintaining 
morale was a challenge to the Mayor. His contemporaries remember his service as 
being outstanding. 

Two visits from the Prince of Walks, in 1918 and 1919, were the social 
highlights of Joseph’s mayoralty. The arrangements for the first of these gave great 
offence to the Admiral (C.-in-C. Plymouth), who called on the Mayor to complain 
that Service representatives had not been given sufficient prominence; but the 
Mayor, having summoned the aid of the Town Clerk, go the better of the argument, 
and was able to remind the Admiral that the Services had been invited only as a 
matter of courtesy. Joseph’s relations with the Town Clerk were not always of the 
bets, but on this occasion they acted in perfect harmony. 

Joseph’s name was of course submitted to the King in recognition in the 
Honours List; the family undoubted expected a knighthood, and there was some 
discussion between Mrs. Joseph and Mrs. John as to how they could be told apart if 
they both became Lady Brown. But it was not to be; the award was a C.B.E. Joseph 
recorded that he knew of “special circumstances” which ruled out a knighthood, and 
added that he much preferred the humbler honour. He had expected to be asked to 
stand for a third term, and had already decided to decline; but in fact he was told, in 
a manner which gave him great offence, that in future the outgoing Mayor was not 
to be invited to stand again. 

In 1920 Joseph made his third business trip to South Africa, this time 
accompanied by Muriel. Soon after his return he decided give up both 
Houndiscombe Villas and Links Lodge, and bought instead a large and rather grand 
house called “Trenley” in Mannamead, with a big garden and a tennis court. He had 
bought his first car during the war, so now no longer relied on the railway. Most of 
his family were now gathered close around him. John at Crapstone, Charlie at 
Yelverton, Kenneth with his own and Harold’s 
  



54 

children at Tavistock, Edgar at Roborough; later, Ralph was to retire to Dousland, 
and Jimmy to bring his young family every year to a farmhouse in the middle of 
Dartmoor. There used to be enormous family gatherings, picnics on the moors 
attended by fifteen Browns or more and joint holidays in Cornwall where half-a-
dozen Brown families would take a bungalow. It was a patriarchal family, with 
Joseph as the respected head. 

Kate’s health was now failing; she had a series of small strokes and became 
steadily feebler, until towards the end she became entirely senile, with a nurse in 
constant attendance. Joseph was very good to her during this long ordeal, reading to 
her, praying with her and sitting with her. Because of this long illness, her 
grandchildren’s memories of her are dim and she remains rather a shadowy figure. 
In health, she was lively and brisk, with a sharp decided manner; she had a slightly 
irreverent sense of humour, and was forthright to the point of tactlessness. She had a 
dislike for the outward show of Mayoralty, and Joseph had some difficulty in getting 
her to wear her Mayoress’s medallion; she was exceedingly shy in public, but by all 
accounts made all excellent job of her work. She disliked housekeeping, and never 
learned to cook, but was a devoted and much loved mother. On her death in 1926, 
Joseph wrote a tribute to her in his diary, a beautiful piece of prose carefully drafted, 
in which he praised her unselfishness and constant service to others, and recognised 
what she had enabled him to do. He was aware too of the price which she had had to 
pay for his life of public service. 

Society expects too much from the voluntary public servant; the multitude of 
claims by Bench, Church and council had conflicted with the running of a business 
with private competitive trading at its height, and could not be harmonised; normal 
home life had to be neglected. The families of men in public life pay a heavy price 
for the father’s solicitude for others; he becomes someone “who must not be 
disturbed”. The writer’s daughter once said her mother, “I wish my Dad did not 
belong to the public.” 

There have been conflicting judgments upon Joseph as a parent. He loved all his 
children and sought to protect them, but with his intense shyness he found it difficult 
to make close contact with them. They in their turn were individuals in their own 
right; they did not come from a Liberal tradition in vain, and they refused to be 
conformist. For instance, they brought their intended marriage partners for 
inspection, but the choice of partner was theirs and theirs alone. So there were a few 
clashes of temperament, particularly with Kenneth, whose character and abilities 
Joseph never came to appreciate; these two were never able to establish common 
ground. 

After his wife’s death Joseph sold Trenley (not without difficulty, for these were 
difficult times) and bought a similar but smaller house in the same road. There is a 
passage in his diary where he admits to a wish for a “much more humble abode”; he 
did not realise that it would be impossible to give him the comfort and service he 
needed with fewer than two indoor servants and a chauffeur. 

He retired from the Council in 1927, and made a curious comment in his diary 
“My time on the Council has not been very successful, and now I shall 
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be greatly relieved and much freer for other work.” Among this other work was his 
continued association with the Hospitals, the Council of Social Service and 
Plymouth College, in which he took a special interest. In 1927 he laid the foundation 
stone of the new Science Block, and in 1931 he presented to the School “comely and 
dignified” gates which opened to the quadrangle. He remained active in the 
business, took part in all the family gatherings and holidays, enjoyed motoring and 
sight-seeing, and played his nine holes of golf until he was well into his 80s. He died 
from a painful internal cancer which he bore with great bravery; towards the end 
news was brought to him that his brother John was also very ill, and he was heard to 
mutter, half to himself, “Hm, neck and neck.” 
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In recording the story of John, as with Joseph, it is exceedingly difficult to 

obtain much information about his early years. It is known that he was born in 
Darlington, during the period of his father’s ministry there, and he narrowly escaped 
being called John Darlington Brown, names which his parents considered very 
seriously. In later years, he was thankful for deliverance from this namee for he felt 
he would have been nicknamed “Darling” at all the various schools he attended. The 
only other memory of his boyhood is recorded by his daughter Kitty; they were 
driving through Cornwall and John pointed out a meadow where he said he and 
some other boys used to tease the local policeman and then scamper away; the 
policeman was rather heavy-footed and was never able to catch them and spank 
them as they deserved. 

John never spoke of his early working days, or his age when he left school; he 
may possibly have spent some time, like Joseph, learning the tea trade, for we know 
he was in charge of the tea blending department at the Abbey Stores. He joined the 
family firm some time in the 1870s, before his elder brother, and became a partner 
with him and their uncle in 1880. Although the junior partner, John more than pulled 
his weight, and gained the reputation of being the shrewder businessman of the two 
brothers. He thought in detail, being careful in small things, and providing the 
necessary check to ensure balanced economy in administration. 

In 1884 John married Alice Adams, one of the five Adams sisters who lived in 
Plymouth and were friends of the whole family. (Kate Adams had married James 
Arrowsmith, and Annie had married Mr. Grant; their daughter Kathleen became 
Headmistress of Nuneaton High School and their daughter Margaret married Sir 
Henry Slessor, so these two were first cousins of the John Browns.) John’s wedding 
took place at George Street Baptist Chapel, in the early summer, the bride’s sister 
Annie walked along Mutley Plain, then a 
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country road, picking wild roses to decorate the wedding table. Alice always with 
great affection for wild roses because of this. 

When the children were young they lived in a house in Queen’s Gate; they were 
not well off and the whole family shared one old bone-shaker bicycle. The cost of 
education of course was met from the family income, the boys going to Plymouth 
College and the girls to Plymouth High School, like their cousins the Joseph 
Browns. 

Brought up a Methodist, John had married a Baptist girl, but it is fairly clear that 
once married they both moved gradually towards the Church of England. They came 
under the influence of the Rev. Chapman, Vicar of Charles Church, and were 
confirmed together in 1906. (Joseph, it will be remembered, had taken this step 
twenty years before.) In November of the same year all the five children were 
baptised, and the three eldest were confirmed immediately afterwards. 

Kitty has given us a description of home life on Sundays, “quiet and sedate and 
peacefully happy. . . . Father used to read us a portion of the Bible and say a few 
prayers with all of us children and the maids before our Sunday breakfast. . . . After 
dinner on Sundays Father spent the afternoon in the drawing-room and Mother 
retired to her bedroom. We children could then do what we liked as long as we 
didn’t make a noise. Later in the afternoon Father used to take some of us to call on 
Aunt Hargreaves who lived off Mutley Plain. Home for a happy family tea, 
afterwards all of us together in the drawing-room to sing hymns, each of us being 
allowed to choose the hymn, beginning of course with Father. Very dull compared 
to modern habits but so peaceful and happy. We were all content just to be together. 
. . .” 

John sat on the Bench for many years; the story is told that one miscreant, whilst 
awaiting his trial, remarked to the policeman in charge that he hoped he would be up 
before Mr. John Brown, as he was the fairest of the magistrates. 

He certainly had the reputation of being always wishful to listen to reason, and 
to find out the true circumstance of every case that came before him. 

The social workers at the old Civic Guild of Help, now the Plymouth Guild of 
Social Service, had the most happy memories of John. The organisation had been 
formed, as we have seen, in 1907, and both Joseph and John were active in its 
promotion. Guarantors were needed to underwrite the salary of a trained worker, and 
the two brothers were willing to help. John became Honorary Treasurer and for 
years would look in daily to see the Secretary and the Social Workers. In 1942 they 
recalled how kind and approachable he was. Joseph seemed so dignified and 
courteous that they were never quite at home with him, but Mr. John, he was a 
“darling”. Perhaps his parents should have christened him Darlington after all. 

During or just after the First World War, the family moved to a large detached 
house at Crapstone called “Whistley”, and John became involved in the political life 
of Tavistock. The family were always Liberal, and John was no exception. He 
became Chairman of the Tavistock Liberal Association, and with his nephew 
Charles as Treasurer, worked for the return of Maxwell Thornton as M.P. for this 
widely scattered constituency. Later they backed 
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Mrs. Walter Runciman as candidate, and the election was so close that repeated 
recounts were held, but she was defeated by a narrow margin. 

Alice died in 1924, and John moved with his daughter Phyllis to a smaller house 
in Yelverton; he remained active in the business and in social service until his death 
– “neck and neck” with his brother Joseph. 

In many ways the brothers were a great contrast to each other, one High Church, 
the other Low, one ascetic and remote, the other genial and friendly. (Though John 
was an exceptionally shy man, to whom any public appearance was an ordeal; it is 
believed that he was asked to stand as Mayor in succession to his brother, but 
refused.) Yet they were alike in their high principles and sense of duty, and their 
working out of their religious faith in everyday life. 

John was in every way a family man, a devoted husband and father, and fond of 
the simple domestic pleasures. He was a great reader, mostly of good modern 
fiction; he was not musical or artistic, but appreciated beauty and enjoyed reading 
poetry. He was full of vitality, had a great sense of humour, and knew how to endear 
himself to small children. He was a modest and unselfconscious man, and probably 
never knew how popular he was and how very much loved by all who knew him. 
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John Brown’s Children 
 

John Adams (Jack) was the son who was designated to join the family firm. Like 
his cousins and brothers, he went to Plymouth College, and on leaving school 
entered the business and worked as understudy to his father. He was a quiet, steady 
man, rather reserved, and when later he became one of the  

senior partners with his cousin Charles, he seemed to inherit the fate of his 
father. John was overshadowed in the public eye by Joseph, and Jack was in the 
background whilst the limelight was shone upon Charles. 

When war broke out in 1914 Jack left for military service and did not return to 
the business until demobilisation in 1919. Then he settled down to carry his share of 
the management, mainly working in the Beechwood Factory when it was opened in 
1921. He bought peppers and spices at the London Auctions, and was a real judge of 
quality. Rice for the warehouse and factory was also his responsibility, So while his 
cousin Charles, with great vigour, prospered in the public service, as well as being a 
driving force in the business, Jack like his father carried an extra load which made 
Charles’s service possible. 

Jack’s special interest outside the business was caring for the mentally 
handicapped children of Plymouth., It was not an eye-catching service. The parents 
were very conscious of the backwardness of their children and shielded them as far 
as possible from unthinking comments, and this often led to the children hidden 
away. With a trained and devoted Social Worker named Miss Lee, Jack and J.J. 
Judge formed the Voluntary Association for Mental Welfare in the city. They 
opened a Training Centre in Pentillie Terrace, and occupation became available for 
these Peter Pans of the community. There was little publicity expressing 
appreciation for Jack and his colleagues, but had he lived to see the new acceptance 
of these handicapped people today, he would surely have rejoiced. 

During the 1939/45 War, Jack served on a number of official committees 
especially concerning transport, but always preferred backroom service. He married 
Gladys Causley, and they had two sons, Denis and Richard – neither of whom 
wanted to join the family business – and a daughter Margaret. 

Phyllis was a contemporary and close friend of Muriel’s, with whom she shared 
many activities and interests. Like Muriel, she lived at home and looked after his 
father during his widowerhood; their relationship was very close and happy. All the 
children of the family remember Phyllis with great affection, she loved to entertain 
them, entered into their games with great zest and was a great walker and picnicker. 
She had a tremendous love of Dartmoor, and 
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knew it well. She had many outside interests and was always busy. She took a 
prominent part in the work of the Yelverton Women’s Institute, and was one of the 
leaders in their amateur dramatics. She was a very good amateur actress, and with 
her deep voice and striking, almost masculine, looks, often had to play men’s parts. 
She was also a consistent and understanding social worker. Like Muriel, she was 
District Head of a team of visitors to people in need of the services of the Guild of 
Help, later known as the Council of Social Service. She became a personal friend to 
many on whom she continued to call long after they had ceased to need the help of 
the Guild. The writer knows of her influence on many people who came to him, long 
after her death, with stories of her consistent friendship. She was a good woman. 

Kitty was the only girl of that generation to leave home to make a career for 
herself. Talented musically, she studied at the Royal Academy of Music from 1911 
to 1915 and then made her career in teaching until she married Alexander Stewart in 
1926, Her husband was a widower with one daughter, and they had no children of 
their own. He died in 1952, since when Kitty has continued to live in their Georgian 
house in Blackheath, giving generous hospitality to her own family and that of her 
step-daughter. 

Arthur joined the Royal Engineers at the outbreak of War in 1914, but later, like 
so many young lads, volunteered for the Royal Flying Corps, He was given only 
three weeks’ training before being sent to France, where he was shot down with the 
equally young chap who was flying with him. No trace was ever found, so it was 
thought that both lads had been killed by shooting and that the ramshackle plane 
came down in the sea. Everyone who knew Arthur Roberts Brown agrees that he 
was a quite exceptionally attractive and lovable young man. 

William Roberts (Willie or Bill) also served during the First World War; he then 
went up to Cambridge, but found that the academic life was not for him, and joined 
Brown, Wills. For a short time he ran a London office, but this was found to be 
unnecessary and had to be given up. This led to his emigrating to Kenya, where he 
engaged in tea and coffee planting, with varying success, until his retirement a few 
years ago. He married twice, his second wife being Joyce Devonshire; they have a 
son, Arthur James Devonshire, and a daughter Alice. 
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Kenneth Arrowsmith Brown 
 

Kenneth, the eldest of Joseph’s children, was born in Edinburgh in 1878 and 
came to Plymouth with his parents at the age of two. With the help of his uncle 
James Arrowsmith he was educated at Clifton College; his school-days were happy, 
and he remained a keen member of the Old Boys Association until the end of his 
life. On leaving school at the age of 19 he went up to London for a period and 
worked in Mincing Lane learning the tea business, before returning to Plymouth to 
take a place in the family firm. 

In 1903 Joseph proposed to his friend Mr. Hindson in South Africa that Kenneth 
should go out there to a tea estate of Hindson’s in which Brown, Wills had an 
interest. This proposal was accepted, and Kenneth left that same year to manage the 
estate. Later he moved to Durban to take over the commercial side of the business 
there, and he was living there in a bachelor establishment when his father visited 
South Africa in 1906. Hindson’s had not been doing well, and Kenneth was not 
happy at his prospects, though he evidently enjoyed the life. Shortly after this he left 
Hindson’s – who had not got enough work for him – and went into business on his 
own as agent for various imported goods. In 1907 he married Violet Goch, who was 
Mr. Hindson’s niece; Joseph had met her during his visit, and commented “Mr. 
Goch’s two daughters are lively young ladies, especially the one they call Vi”. Their 
son James Bevan was born in 1908. 

In 1910, when it was thought that Charlie would never be well enough to take 
his place in Brown, Wills & Nicholson, Kenneth was asked to return home to 
become a junior partner. They settled in Seymour Park, and here their second son 
Kenneth Pearce (Peter) was born. 

Kenneth belonged to the Volunteers, and on the outbreak of war he joined up at 
once, and served with the 10th. Battalion, the Devonshire Regiment. Much of his 
service was in the Balkans, and in the course of it he was wounded and awarded the 
D.S.O. Meanwhile Violet had chosen as part of her war-work the cultivation of an 
allotment, and scandalised her father-in-law by actually walking through the streets 
in her land-girl’s breeches, pushing a wheel-barrow. Kenneth came home in March 
1919, with the rank of Major, and once more started work with B.W.N. The family 
had moved to a large house near Tavistock when Harold’s wife Margaret died in 
1920, Kenneth and Violet made a home for her four children as well as their own 
two boys. 

In the early twenties, when the firm took over the old Alexandra Palace brewery, 
Kenneth took charge of operations there. He was immensely popular with the staff, 
and Herbert Woodman writes: “Mr. Kenneth became a hero to 
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me. . . . He was a meticulous man, he visited every department twice daily, he saw 
every production operation going and he noted the workers, and those who did not 
like work, he gave rewards for what he saw. . . .” 

During these years Kenneth took no part in local politics, but he was chairman 
for at least one year of the Plymouth Chamber of Commerce, and was also a 
member of the Rotary Movement. At Tavistock he was active in the Territorial 
Army, commanding a battery of the Royal Artillery. 

Business, however, was bad, and in October 1929 Kenneth left the firm (though 
remaining a director for some years) and emigrated to Kenya. The story continues in 
his own words:- “In the autumn of 1929 I joined the Board of Overseas Motor 
Transport Ltd., which had recently been formed by Commander Hare, an old friend 
of mine, for the purpose of establishing bus transport in British Colonies and 
Dependencies. I brought with me the Morris Car Agency and a small amount 
(£2,000) of capital which we hoped would see us through for the time being. . . . 
1931 and 1932 were very difficult years as the depression deepened and British cars 
were not wanted. Interest in the Morris Minor was much quickened by a journey 
which I made to Uganda and back in a Morris Minor (a very small car for long 
journeys in those days of dirt and murram roads, when most people reckoned that. 
the only suitable means of transport was a large American car) in which I did 2,000 
miles without trouble, apart from one broken spring, and averaged 52½ miles, per 
gallon. . . . 

“In 1932 we began negotiations with the Nairobi Municipal Council for the 
establishment of a bus service in Nairobi. . . . Kenya Bus Services Ltd. was 
inaugurated in February 1934. At first it was a struggle to keep going, for there were 
not enough Europeans to use the services profitably, and, though the Asians started 
fairly soon to travel, it took a long time for the Africans to become accustomed to 
ride. However there was a steady growth in traffic and we thought it a great day 
when about the end of 1938 we reached a million passengers for the year. 

“During these early years there were, of course, many amusing incidents, partly 
because buses had never been seen before by the Africans or by our African staff, 
and great deal of training and experience were necessary before the latter became at 
all efficient .., , We had good deal of trouble with our conductors in those days, as 
indeed we have always had, because the news got round that the job of conductor 
was one that enabled them to get unlimited wealth provided they were clever 
enough. It was quite extraordinary how quickly they learnt the tricks of conductors 
in European countries and indeed improved on them.” 

The Company insisted on a very high standard in its drivers and conductors, and 
from the start he had a very good record in road safety. In this respect, a great deal 
must have depended Kenneth’s outstanding ability to get the best out of the men 
working for him. Very soon the Company started services in Mombasa and Uganda, 
and further expansions took place through mergers with two British Transport 
Companies. During the war the great difficulty was to get new buses, and they had 
to use old lorries on which bodies were built locally, and old Italian buses from 
Abyssinia; later on, the Navy arranged 
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transport facilities to bring out sixteen buses from England. Kenneth continued to 
direct affairs until his retirement in 1951, being known throughout East Africa 
affectionately as “Bus” Brown. The original companies still go on, but now they are 
part of big business, and the original intimacy has gone. Kenneth was glad to retire, 
for things were not the same as in the past. 

Kenneth and Violet had separated when he left England, and after the war he 
married Dorothy Richardson, whom he had met in Kenya; it was a marriage of great 
mutual affection, and contributed in no small degree to the happiness and prosperity 
of Kenneth’s later years. 

Outside his business Kenneth’s main concern was with the Kenya National Park. 
These were started soon after the last war when it was realised that it imperative to 
do all possible to preserve the wild life of the country, and body of trustees was 
appointed, independent of Government, to take the necessary steps. Kenneth was a 
trustee from the start, and, incidentally, when the Republic of Kenya was born, he 
was confirmed in his appointment. That the trustees built well is shown by the fact 
that the Republic takes the value of its Parks very seriously indeed as an earner of 
revenue, and it makes for the organisation far more money than the old Colonial 
Government ever did. 

Another of his activities was to organise and to run very largely by himself for 
some years, an Association Football League in his own district. It was an uphill 
struggle for a while, but this obviously filled a great need and he managed to enlist 
the aid of some of the more intelligent of the local Africans; now the League is a 
flourishing concern and the locals play with great enthusiasm. 

Kenneth enjoyed a long retirement; he outlived all his brothers and sisters and 
died in 1970 at the age of 92, having failed by two days to beat the longevity set by 
his Great-aunt Hargreaves. 
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Harold Arrowsmith Brown 
 

Early writings and letters show Harold as a studious boy, with a very receptive 
mind and a great capacity for hard work. From the age of eleven he maintained his 
own education by scholarships, first at Plymouth College and then at Cambridge. In 
1898 he sat the scholarship examinations for groups of colleges at both Oxford and 
Cambridge (he used to recall that he just had time to get by train from one 
University to the other) and was offered places by both. He chose Cambridge, 
because he wished to read mathematics, and Cambridge had then the higher 
reputation for this subject, and so came to Gonville and Caius College and in due 
course became Third Wrangler. He also had a notable career as a middle-distance 
runner, specialising in the mile and the half-mile. In his second year, 1900, he 
gained his half-blue as second string in the mile and duly came in second; in his 
third year he was third string and came in third; in neither year was he passed by an 
Oxford man. 

In view of his outstanding academic record, Harold was offered a Fellowship by 
several colleges including his own; but he had already met Margaret Brooke, and 
was anxious to find a career which would enable him to get married at once. The 
Indian Civil Service in those days offered a very attractive proposition to a clever 
young man, including retirement after 25 years’ service with a pension of £1,OOO a 
year, which was then a considerable income. Harold had graduated in 1901, and his 
college extended his scholarship for fourth year so that he could study for the I.C.S. 
entrance examination – not in residence at Cambridge, but at a crammer’s in 
London. The syllabus was a very wide one, ten subjects including mathematics; 
Harold found that he had a particular interest in, and bent for, the Law. He passed 
out 14th. on the list, which seems to have disappointed the family, but he won a 
College prize and the Bhaunagar [Bhavnagar?] Medal. He then had to undergo a 
Medical and also test of his ability to ride a horse; he passed both, the latter with 
flying colours, and was duly accepted in 1903. In the autumn of that year he married 
Margaret Brooke, and his fellow students on the cramming course gave him revolver 
for a wedding present, “to shoot Burmans with”. Immediately after the honeymoon 
(on Dartmoor, it rained most of the time) the young couple went out to Burma 
together. 

Their letters home – which took a month or more to arrive – have been 
preserved, and give a vivid picture of the strange and remote world into which they 
were plunged. The climate in most parts of the country was very trying, and women 
were advised to come home at least every 18 months; men did not get their first long 
leave until after four years’ service. Children were 
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always sent home in early childhood, as much for the sake of their health as their 
education; Justin was born in 1904, Richard in 1908 and Margaret in 1911, and they 
all spent their childhood in England, looked after by a nanny and a governess, and 
dividing their time between their two sets of grandparents. 

Harold started his career as a Subdivisional Officer, in a small station but a wide 
area to cover. His duties, for which he was responsible to the Deputy Commissioner, 
included the appointment and dismissal of village headmen, granting of land for 
cultivation, collection of revenue and some work, both civil and criminal. (n 1905 he 
reported with some pride had been offered his first bribe, as much as £70.) The work 
was hard, involving long hours and frequent expeditions “into the jungle”, as it was 
called, when he toured round the innumerable villages in the district; there were no 
metal roads in those days, so the journeys were made by pony, bullock cart or boat. 
(Hence the riding test for entrants into the Service.) 

The Burmese people were very different from the Indians in many ways; they 
had no caste system and their women folk were not regarded as inferior as they are 
still in many parts of India. Harold used to say that they had an outlook on life very 
similar to that of the Irish, being a happy people and happy-go-lucky too. They had 
no desire to work feverishly to get on and get rich, so they worked hard when they 
must, at seed time and harvest, but for the rest they did the minimum required and 
then enjoyed themselves. 

Social contacts however were confined almost entirely to other white people, 
and in a small station everybody would know everybody, and sometimes owing to 
shortage of accommodation would have to share their houses with each other. 
Harold and Margaret as a junior couple met with much kindness, but had to be 
careful to avoid social blunders. They both suffered from lack of books and of 
intelligent conversation; Margaret once complained, “If you start to discuss any 
general subject they think you are showing off.” 

How Harold was called to the Bar he related to his son-in-law many years later, 
as follows: “I was home on long leave, and I saw that the Bar Council were offering 
a prize of £100; now I could do with £100 in those days, so I borrowed a fellow’s 
notes, and I can tell you I read them jolly carefully. Next time I came home I saw 
they were offering another £100, so I borrowed the same fellow’s notes; of course I 
won the £100 each time.” Whether this story is strictly accurate or not, he was called 
to the Bar in 1914, when he and Margaret were home on long leave. Stephen was 
born in was that year, the financial situation was easier, and Harold was seriously 
considering retiring from the I.C.S. and practising as a lawyer in London. But on the 
outbreak of war he was recalled immediately to Burma, and Margaret followed him 
as soon as she could; they were not to return for five years, by which time no doubt 
he felt it was too late to make such a change. However, he had obtained a transfer to 
the Judiciary Branch of the Service, and from now on his duties were purely 
concerned with the Courts; in after life he had many amusing stories to tell about the 
Burmese attitude to British justice. 
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During the war, in addition to his regular work, Harold served in the Burma 
Volunteers, while Margaret took on the job of Honorary Secretary to the Rangoon 
Red Cross, whose main work was collecting and distributing comforts for the troops 
in the Far East; this was hard work, which had a serious effect all her health, and for 
it she was awarded the M.B.E. After the war, having a lot of leave saved up, they 
took a house in Yelverton; Catherine was born here in 1920, but Margaret died a 
fortnight later. 

Harold returned to Burma to finish his term of service, his final appointment 
being as a Judge or the High Court in Rangoon. At Christmas time, 1931, he retired 
and came home as he thought for good; he bought a house in Abbot’s Leigh, near 
Bristol, where his brother James was living, and prepared to settle down. Just at this 
time, however, there were some serious riots in Burma, and Harold was asked to 
return there for two more years, as acting Chief Justice, to help with the extra work 
entailed. After much indecision, he agreed, and his retirement was postponed until 
1933, when he finally settled in Abbot’s Leigh where he lived for the remaining 35 
years of his life. 

Inevitably, he was drawn into public life; in Bristol, he was for many years 
Chairman of the Commissioners for Income Tax and Honorary Treasurer of the 
Youth Committee. In Abbot’s Leigh, he was Honorary Treasurer of the Parochial 
Church Council and of the Abbot’s Leigh Cricket Club, both of which offices he 
held for over twenty years. (Although he was such a notable mathematician, he 
never could add, and these treasurerships were a great trouble to him.) During the 
Second World War he took on the added duties of Chief Billeting Officer for the 
evacuees, and Chief Air-raid Warden for the village. 

Harold was fond of country life, a keen golfer, an exceptionally good bridge 
player, and a constant and knowledgeable supporter of the Gloucestershire County 
Cricket Club. He was also a great reader, especially of history, biography and the 
English classics; and he had a great weakness for detective stories. The writer knew 
him as a welcome visitor to Muriel’s home, when she would bring him to the office 
of the Plymouth Guild of Social Service. Quiet spoken and rather reserved, his 
questions would be few but certainly to the point; he never discussed the family but 
would talk about the social problems of the day. There was a strength of character in 
him that could be sensed. 

He died quite suddenly just after Christmas 1968, aged exactly 89½. The 
Chairman of the Clifton Club wrote on his death to his son Richard: “. . . I am sure 
you are aware in what high regard he was held in the Club. No member possessed so 
equable a temperament. I seldom saw him excited and never did he say a harsh or 
unkind word to any man. . . . He was of the old school, of unshakeable rectitude and 
of unswerving principle.” 
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Ralph Roberts Brown 
 

Ralph was born in the Prysten House in 1881 soon after his father had arrived in 
Plymouth. He is remembered as a curly-haired boy of great vitality and charm. Like 
Harold, he had an immense capacity for hard work. so much so that even his father 
advised him to relax, noting in his diary that Ralph persisted in grinding against the 
advice of his friends and “with undue, obstinacy”. He attended Plymouth College, 
which as we shall see always attained his allegiance, and won a scholarship to 
Exeter College, Oxford. Here he made many friends, but though money was now a 
little easier in the family, he still had to live on a fairly tight budget as his brother 
did at Cambridge. He had made an early decision to take the Indian Civil Service 
examination, and owing to lack of funds he had to study for this in his last year at 
the University, when he was also taking his degree, As a result, although he was 
expected to get a first class honours degree, he achieved only a third. He was 
successful however in the I.C.S. examination, and followed Harold to Burma in 
1904, only a year after his elder brother. 

Like Harold, he started his career as a Subdivisional Officer, and rose in due 
course to the rank of Administrative Commissioner. He remained single until 1924 
and is remembered as a delightful bachelor uncle who spent hours talking, walking 
and playing with his young nephews and nieces. Home on leave in 1924, he married 
his cousin Janet Tree, and their only daughter Dorothy was born in Burma in 1926, 
some six years before Ralph retired from the Indian Civil Service. 

The work of the Commissioner or his Deputy was of great importance in the 
then British Dependency. As Deputy Commissioner in 1926 Ralph was responsible 
for the organisation of official services over a large area, with all its day to day 
contacts with its mainly Burmese inhabitants. He had to see to the smooth running 
of the administration, to listen to complaints, to act as magistrate in the less serious 
cases, to settle differences between contending parties, and many other tasks. 

Like Harold, Ralph often had to go “into the jungle”. The routine was to start 
very early the morning, and ride towards the first village, being met two or three 
miles out by the Headman and one or two companions. At the village a tent had 
been erected. Here Ralph sat in state (his wife with him) and the villagers sat on the 
ground in front of him. An address of welcome was read and petitions and 
complaints were heard. Then on to the next village where the ritual was repeated, 
and as they journeyed onwards, more Headmen joined the cavalcade, so that a 
goodly procession reached the last port of call for the day. 
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This would be at a larger village, where a somewhat grander reception was 
given, often including the ceremony of garlanding his neck with flowers. Overnight 
they generally stayed in wooden rest-houses, but occasionally in tents. 

It was on one of these occasions when Muriel, out in Burma on a visit, had the 
amusing if not embarrassing experience, when having a bath, of finding the side of 
the tent being slowly rolled up; it was the women of the village come to see if she 
was really white all over. 

It is difficult to realise that in the eyes of these simple jungle folk, Ralph and 
Janet were very important people, the representatives of the British Raj. 

It was forcefully brought home to Janet when on one occasion when they were 
approaching a large village they found a banner displayed right across the entrance 
gate inscribed with the words “Welcome to their Britannic Majesties”. Janet loved 
these expeditions into the jungle, for it brought her into contact with the country and 
with the women folk. She would sit self-consciously on the chair, and the Burmese 
women would sit on the floor around her. Janet knew little Burmese, they knew no 
English, and conversation was conducted by nods and smiles. The Burmese women 
were charming and dainty to look on with their shiny black hair and beautiful 
clothes and manners. 

Ralph and Janet liked the Burmese people very much, but with a few exceptions 
relationship [sic] was entirely official. They were always polite but what they really 
thought of the Commissioner was never expressed. To them, probably, the White 
Man, was a strange creature; they were sceptical of western ways and ideas, as for 
instance when Ralph’s head clerk said to him, “Of course, sir, when asked in an 
examination we always say the earth is round, but we Burmans know that the earth 
is flat.” “Yes, they know that the earth is flat and despite what others may say or 
think, Mandalay is the centre of the Universe.” 

Janet recalls the difficulty of plunging into life in Burma as a young bride 
without intimate knowledge of the delicate and in some ways extraordinary rules of 
etiquette and behaviour of an Eastern station. Ralph held a quite senior position, and 
whereas most wives had served with their husbands when they were juniors, his new 
wife had to jump in, as it were, at the deep end,  

As Commissioner, Ralph was expected to give dinner parties frequently and this 
involved skill of a high order. Everyone had to be asked in turn, the right people 
asked together. and worse still, the right order of Going in to Dinner was of 
immense importance. To most memsahibs their rightful position in the official order 
of precedence was jealously guarded and it is recorded that once in Rangoon a lady 
fainted rather than go in behind someone she considered her junior. 

Then there was the delicate question of the Anglo-Indians; these too had to be 
invited to dinner, bit with whom? If invited alone without any purely British guests, 
they felt insulted. If British guests found themselves in the company of Anglo-
Indians, they also felt insulted. One British lady resigned from her position as Guide 
Captain because she found herself on one occasion in such a mixed company. Ralph 
had to walk a tight rope, set and maintain 
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standards, whilst his wife became a “Marriage Guidance Counsellor”, comforter and 
guide to all the women of the community,  

When Ralph retired in 1932, he decided to live near his birthplace and built a 
house at Dousland. The family love of Dartmoor was very strong in him, and as a 
keen and tireless walker he had acquired an intimate knowledge of it. When the 
family started arguing, as they so often did, about the identity of the various tors, 
Ralph was the one who was most likely to be right. 

He did not retire to idleness but was soon in harness again, this time in voluntary 
service. In the parish of Meavy, where he lived for the remaining 23 years of his life, 
he very soon accepted leadership and responsibility. He was secretary of the 
Parochial Church Council, a Parish Councillor and Chairman of the Village Fair 
Committee. (All of you must one day go to the annual Meavy Fair, it is a must for 
those who value traditions.) Also, it was Ralph’s leadership and determination 
which resulted after many frustrating years in the building of the new Parish Hall. 

Plymouth College meant much to him, and he served it first as a member of the 
Board of Governors, then as Vice-chairman and finally as Chairman. In the 
immediate post-war years his ability as negotiator with the local Education 
Committee, after the Labour landslide at the General Election, was of infinite value. 
I wish he had written down his conception of the role of the Public School of the 
future; he wanted the best of education to those best profit by it. He revelled in this 
work, but preferred working without limelight. 

In 1932 he had accepted the post of treasurer of a society seeking to help the 
unemployed of the city, and made an immediate hit with the Socialist Alderman 
R.R. Oke, a railwayman and educationalist. The friendship and confidence these two 
had in each other was good to see. 

Ralph had also taken up the job of Hon. Treasurer of the Council of Social 
Service, and when the writer came to Plymouth in 1942 he began a relationship and 
a friendship which he treasured and still values. Ralph never liked the job of 
treasurer for its own sake, but his work was painstaking and valuable. His brother 
Charles was Chairman, his sister Muriel and cousin Phyllis were “District Heads”. 
Where Charles took overall charge, Ralph gave detailed service and became 
involved with it all. He was a splendid man to work with and for, and his services to 
many varying aspects of good work deserve recording. 

He was treasurer to the Prisoners of War Guild, the War Widows’ Guild and the 
Hostels for Transferred War Workers which we managed on behalf of the Ministry 
of Labour. As a keen gardener, he was persuaded to act as chairman of the Plymouth 
Horticultural Show. With his knowledge of procedure, he drafted our Constitution. 
And as elder brother to Charles Brown he ensured opposition if necessary when 
Charles was in full flight. I can assure you that at times the arguments between the 
two brothers were both entertaining and embarrassing. Poor Muriel would sit 
dumbfounded and perplexed. 

There was a depth of thought in Ralph that I treasured; his was a probing mind, 
ever open and searching for truth. He seemed to contribute both a 
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tolerance and a certainty as we spoke of our faith and ideals. This man was a Liberal 
with understanding and compassion. Let us close this chapter with a scene in the 
Friends’ Meeting House at Swarthmore during the latter part of the war. The 
Ministry of Information had sent, on a lecture tour, a Burmese leader of the future; 
Ralph was the treasurer of our International Association, and the two men met after 
the lecture. I watched them as they began to converse, East meeting West, 
establishing identities of place and status. Ralph’s face was a study -- and a question 
mark. His work in the East was over, and what would the East make of the Western 
heritage? 

So much was he loved and trusted that when he died – quite suddenly at the age 
of 75 – not only his many Plymouth friends but the whole of Meavy received the 
news with a sense of bewilderment. The Rector of the parish summed up their 
feeling in this sentence:- “The man we could not do without has been taken from 
us.” 
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James Arnold Arrowsmith-Brown (Jimmy) 
 

James Arnold was born 1882, the last child, as we have seen, to be born in the 
old Prysten House. He was called James after his uncle James Williams Arrowsmith, 
and in appearance he resembled the Arrowsmith side of his family, while the rest of 
his brothers and sisters look after the Brown side. 

He had boundless energy – he even got sent to kindergarten at the age of 3½ 
because no-one could cope with him at home – and this energy lasted all his life 
even during his long illness. He was sent to Plymouth College till he was 13 and 
then to Clifton under the auspices of his uncle James. Like Kenneth, he always took 
an interest in his old school, and sent his sons there in due course; but at the age of 
16 he was taken away to join his uncle in the firm of J. W. Arrowsmith Ltd. 

In his early years in the business he was kept on a very tight rein, as his uncle 
James had been kept by his father Isaac – low pay, long hours and no extra time off 
were the order of the day. But in 1913 Uncle James had a stroke and died suddenly, 
and Jimmy found himself Chairman of Arrowsmith’s the age of 30, owning shares 
which gave him control. Uncle James had wished his nephew to change his name to 
Arrowsmith, but Jimmy felt that this would hurt his father’s feelings, so he merely 
added Arrowsmith to his own name, hence the name Arrowsmith-Brown. 

Jimmy had inherited Uncle James’s house and furniture and an income from 
shares in other businesses, but unfortunately the lawyer who drew up the Will 
entirely underestimated the amount payable in death duties, so that meeting other 
legacies and generally settling up was a difficult matter. Then the outbreak of war in 
1914 meant that Jimmy was immediately called up; since 1908 he had been a 
captain in a Territorial Unit of Engineers, in charge of the Signal Company. The 
order to mobilize came on August 4th., and a week later they were on their way to a 
training camp. As Territorials they were at that time under no obligation to serve 
overseas, but Jimmy wrote home “I have considered the question very carefully, and 
have come to the conclusion that I have no option but to volunteer. As I am not 
married the only question that affects me is that of business. . . . I have a duty to 
people at home that I am not entitled to disregard, but I can’t feel that that should 
have any weight.” 

The role of a Divisional Signal Company in the First World War was a vital one 
to instal [sic] and maintain telephone and telegraphic communications from 
Divisional H.Q. to the front line; and since the routes were always 
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liable to be broken by shell-fire, they had to be masters of alternative methods, such 
as Visual Signalling, Wireless, Runners, Carrier Pigeons, and in some cases 
Messenger Dogs. The 48th. Divisional Signal Company, commanded by Captain 
Arrowsmith-Brown, was to have a very distinguished history. 

Their training was a long one, and they finally left for France in March 1915 and 
were sent straight to the front. Towards the end of August Jimmy was promoted to 
Major; this had a special significance, as he wrote home: 

“The O.C. of a Signal Company may be either a Captain or a Major, so they 
wouldn’t have given me the promotion if we hadn’t made a fairly decent show out 
here.” 

For the next two years the Division was to make what Jimmy described as the 
“Grand Tour” of the Western Front, taking part in the attack on the Somme in July 
1916 and in the Third Battle of Ypres the following summer. In November 1917 
they were sent to Italy, where they served on the Austrian frontier for the rest of the 
war. In January Jimmy was awarded the D.S.O.; he wrote to his father, 
characteristically: “It is an honour won by my unit, of course. . . . I have had all 
along an exceedingly good crowd of fellows, who have put in a lot of very useful 
work, and I am very glad that recognition of it has now been given.” Incidentally, he 
was also mentioned five times in despatches. 

In October 1918 Jimmy parted from his Company, having been promoted to 
Assistant Director Signals 14th. Corps, which carried with it the rank of Lieutenant-
Colonel. Many tributes have been paid to him, and many stories told of his 
command of the Signal Company, which “was characterised by a complete absence 
of harshness, by consideration for the men, and by an immense enthusiasm for 
work.” He was a stickler for punctuality, one of his nicknames being “Timetable 
Dick”. He expected the best from the men and they gave it. On one occasion, two of 
the drivers had shown notable courage in getting their wagon through to a working 
party under gas and heavy shell-fire. Next morning they were complimented by the 
O.C. “in his characteristically cryptic manner” as follows: “I have a report that you 
did what was asked of you last night, and it’s no more than I expected.” It was also 
said of him that “he was the type who never sent a man to places where he would 
not go himself.” 

At the end of the war an Old Comrades’ Association was founded with Lt.-Col. 
J. A. Arrowsmith-Brown as its president; the annual reunion was held in Bristol and 
the percentage muster was such as to be unequalled by any other unit which served 
through the First World War. 

When Jimmy returned to Arrowsmith’s in 1919, his co-director, who had kept 
things go had died in the influenza epidemic. Nothing had been published for five 
years, and the business had fallen hopelessly behind the times. It must have been an 
anxious home-coming. 

That summer there was a great Brown family holiday at Polzeath, and Aline 
Brooke was one of the party. They had known each other for many years and had 
kept in touch through the war, but it was here, with the keen co-operation of Aline’s 
sister Margaret, that they became engaged. 
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They were married the following winter, and first lived in Uncle James’s old house 
in Clifton, where Henry and Jane were born; after a few years they built a very fine 
house in Abbot’s Leigh where Robert and Nicholas were born, and where the family 
remained until the early years of the Second World War. 

Jimmy carried on the business single-handed until he was joined by his young 
nephew Richard in 1929; they gradually gave up the publishing side and 
concentrated more and more on printing. The family spirit remained as strong as 
ever, the tradition of the annual “wayzgoose “ being carried on, and long service 
with the firm was and still is regarded as normal, comment not being aroused until at 
least forty years have passed. 

In 1928 Jimmy was Sheriff of Bristol, and besides this he was involved in great 
many public undertakings in Bristol and had innumerable friends in and around the 
city. He never lost touch, as we have seen, with his “old comrades”, and they used to 
come and ask his advice and tell him about their difficulties. He was vestryman of 
St. Mary Redcliffe and churchwarden during their national fund-raising appeal; a 
trustee of Bristol Municipal Charities and Chairman of Governors of Queen 
Elizabeth’s Hospital School; a member of the Council of Clifton College and 
chairman of the Old Cliftonian Society Executive Committee; member of the 
Society of St. Stephen’s Ringers; past President of the Anchor Society; and for a 
short time a member of the Council of Bristol University until he resigned from 
scruples over a possible conflict with his business interests. 

Jimmy loved every kind of game and sport; handicapped by very poor sight, he 
was not outstanding at any but enjoyed them all; he was an excellent horserider. He 
had a keen sense of humour, and he resembled Kenneth in being much sociable than 
most of the rest of the family. Although never a Plymothian, he kept in close touch 
with Plymouth and the Plymouth Browns, being always ready to argue and discuss 
with the best of them; he was often turned to for help and advice, even by his 
brothers. For many years he brought his family every summer to a remote farmhouse 
literally in the middle of Dartmoor; here his father and brothers and their families, 
undeterred by rough gated roads, would descend for Sunday tea and the inevitable 
game of Snobs. 

It was shortly after his term as Sheriff that it became evident that Jimmy was 
suffering from diabetes. The discovery of insulin as a palliative had only recently 
been made and treatment was hit or miss, but by keeping strictly to the treatment he 
was able to live a fairly normal life until 1937. Many people in many walks of life, 
as well as his family and his business associates, were the losers by his death at the 
early age of fifty-four. 

His son Henry joined the family business, which continues to flourish. 
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Charles Pearce Brown (Charlie) 
 

Now that the story of the family has moved into the area of living memory, the 
assessment of character and career becomes acutely personal and sensitive. At the 
time of which we are writing, Brown, Wills & Nicholson was a prosperous and 
highly regarded family business, and the Browns in Plymouth were household 
names; Joseph and John had lived in view of the whole community and could not 
walk alone or unobserved. Here in this chapter you will find Charles, who with his 
son Lawrence was the last link of the family with Brown, Wills & Nicholson. 

Charles was born at Woodside on April 20th. 1885. His grandfather William 
Roberts Brown did not survive to perform the baptismal ceremony, and Charles was 
baptised at St. John’s Sutton, the first Anglican baptism in a traditionally Methodist 
family; his own father was his godfather, and one of the Adams sisters, later Mrs. 
Anderson, was his godmother. He grew up in Plymouth and throughout his 80 years 
he loved the city of his birth. At the age of 75 he recorded some of his childhood 
memories; he recalled how two of his brothers had been born in the Prysten House, 
and how he himself had stayed there for a time with his aunt Eliza and his great-
uncle and great-aunt. He played bagatelle in the drawing-room, now called the 
Frater Room, and climbed the winding stair to the bedrooms. He remembered 
attending the College Preparatory School in Pentillie Avenue, where there were only 
eight boys; and his first haircut before going to Plymouth College was at a special 
rate of 3d. instead of 4d., by a man called Carter of Mutley Plain. The era he recalled 
was one of gas-lit streets and houses, horse-drawn trams, the first telephones. He 
remembered a model of the New Jerusalem made of Millbay Soap; and he 
remembered the great blizzard of 1891, when the snow came over the tops of the 
telegraph poles, and when the leat was frozen and soldiers had to go to Roborough 
Down ant break the ice to enable water to flow down to the town. 

Charles Pearce Brown was tall and as thin as a lath; but he was a good athlete 
his youth, specialising in running and swimming, and old employees remember him 
as a keen car driver with a zest for speed, in which he resembled all his sisters too. 

He was destined from the first for the family business, and in 1904 when he left 
Plymouth College his father arranged for him to go to Brooke Bond’s Warehouse in 
London for two years at £5 for the first year and £10 for the second, to learn the tea 
trade with their old friend Arthur Brooke. In 1905 Charles went to South Africa on a 
mixed holiday and business trip; he said 
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long afterwards that he had chosen this trip as a twenty-first birthday present instead 
of the gold watch which all his brothers had been given. While there, he was thrown 
from a horse, and this resulted in a permanent injury to his hip which handicapped 
him for the rest of his life. At the time it was thought that he might not live; for some 
years he had to lie flat on his back, and old men still recall his being transported by 
Bill Prowse on a long bed-chair; no-one in the firm thought he would ever take his 
place among them. This illness dominated the lives of his mother and sisters, and 
also, as we have seen, involved Kenneth, who came back to England to take 
Charles’s place. However, his condition slowly improved, and at the outbreak of war 
in 1914 when his brothers and cousins were called up, Charles insisted – though still 
severely handicapped – on starting work with the firm. 

During his illness he had met May King, whose father, a Plymouth man, had 
gone to China and married a C.M.S. missionary there. May was a pianist, and used 
to play to Charles as he lay in his chair, and they became engaged and were married 
in 1917. Throughout their married life May supported, comforted, nursed and 
cheered him; she was a wonderful woman, and everyone who knew her loved her. 
They lived first in Yelverton, and in 1922 adopted their eldest son Charles 
Lawrence; later they moved to “Challoch” in Crapstone, a house which had been 
occupied by both John and Jack. They all loved this house; Phoebe and Philip were 
born there, and Charles left it in his Will to Lawrence, who still lives there with his 
family. 

Charles prospered with the firm during the War and he and his cousin Jack 
became partners in 1920. When his father and uncle grew older and Kenneth left the 
firm, Charles took more and more control into his own hands. Employees speak of 
his courage and his humanity, and he had inherited the family image, that of a just 
though generous parent. Disciplined behaviour was expected from employees and 
advance in financial reward would follow; promotion came from acceptable 
deference and ability. Employment was stable, and scarcely affected even during the 
slump years. Charles was a Radical, but generally felt that Trade Union organisation 
was an intrusion into firms with a record of just dealing and harmony in relationship. 
He was a mixture in attitudes. He frail frame [sic] passing through the factory 
seemed remote from warmth until he recognised as individuals those within sight. 

In 1942 he claimed to know the names of everyone in B.W.N. and much about 
their family history. (This claim however could not be substantiated in outside life, 
for he plagued the life of the writer for the names of people that he in social work.) 

1939 had a completely different impact upon B.W.N. from that of 1914. In 1939 
women outnumbered men on the inside staff; and whilst many were called to the 
Services, the loss of men was gradual and the immediate result was increased 
business, especially trading with the Forces. The male force, too, was spread over a 
very wide range of ages; those who had joined the firm as boys were now rejoicing 
proudly over 30 and 40 years’ service, and were the backbone of the stable firm. 
Charles was at the Abbey Stores and Jack and George Knight at the factory, and the 
whole machine almost ran itself. Reliable foremen 
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were in charge of departments and the know-how of over 150 years of trading was 
geared to all the variations of war. 

When the Abbey Stores were blitzed in 1941, Charles and his associates were 
seen at their best. By improvisation they ensured continuity – their task being made 
easier in that the factory continued unscathed. On the morning after the bombing, 
Charles gathered all the Abbey Stores staff and called on them to work to re-
establish distribution, and set out to find places to operate as warehouses and offices. 
An old building near Lee Mill was purchased, the factory re-arranged until 
temporary huts were erected, and a largish house was bought in Lissen Grove for 
offices. Charles relied very much upon George Knight and Jack and they never 
failed him, but they would have been the first to acknowledge his leadership. He was 
an autocrat; possessing a keen analytical mind, he would listen to others but it was 
his decision (and his colleagues in business knew it) that counted. 

When the war was over, Charles planned a larger and more modern firm giving 
security and shared prosperity to all employees. He was impatient to begin the 
building of a new warehouse, leaving the site of the Abbey Stores (now occupied by 
George Street Baptist Church), and moving to Prince Rock. It was to be absolutely 
up-to-date and Charles was resolved that it should stand on freehold land. But the 
City Council had decided on 99-year building leases, and were adamant on the 
matter. Charles wrote everywhere and made himself a proper nuisance. By chance 
his nephew by marriage, Frank Hellings, was on the staff of the Ministry of Town 
and Country Planning, and was deputed to go down to Plymouth to talk to this 
unreasonable man. Frank revealed the relationship, but was told to go down just the 
same. So nephew confronted uncle, and to his own and everyone else’s astonishment 
succeeded in persuading Charles to climb down and sign the lease. 

Post-war trading really did mean prosperity for the firm and Charles ensured that 
the whole staff shared in its success. Pension Schemes were introduced for 
practically everyone employed, and the standing of the name of Brown was never 
higher. The new building, the extensions at the factory, the sports field, were all 
signs of the success of the directors of Brown, Wills & Nicholson. Charles’s son 
Lawrence had joined the firm, and all seemed set fair. 

When the decision was made to sell the Company to Aplin and Barretts, Charles 
was already an old man, and was acting against all advice. Having gathered round 
him such a good team, surely he should have left the decision to his successors had 
they deemed it wise. The security of all those people who had given a lifetime of 
service or looked forward to one, changed overnight into an impersonal and 
uncertain future. This decision of Charles’ was one that to the writer seemed to be 
with fraught with danger to society; when Brown, Wills & Nicholson caused to be a 
family concern, Plymouth lost an asset or great integrity and principle. 

Let us now look at Charles in public life. His public image did not appear until 
after his father’s death, but as responsibility fell upon the son’s shoulders it was as if 
Elijah’s mantle fell upon Elisha. As the old prophets were men of great contrast in 
character but carried the same responsibility, so the image 
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of his father’s life shaped everything that Charles did. He too was a right wing 
Liberal and an Anglican Churchman, a Justice of the Peace and involved in 
voluntary service. 

His health prevented him from undertaking active campaigning for election as a 
Councillor, and he had to be content to act as a Party Executive and generous 
subscriber. He stood for election once, in 1945, but as a Liberal he stood no chance 
in the post-war world. But he acted in his early years as secretary to the Tavistock 
Liberal Association, and latterly became President and an inspiration to those who 
believed that there really is a viable alternative to the Tory or Socialist parties. He 
revelled in controversy, and if there wasn’t a minority he would create one; he loved 
to be the odd one out. He argued and fought with vigour, but never with bitterness. 
His opponents respected him and he had many personal friends amongst them, but 
rarely was he listened to. Honours were never bestowed on him, and he remained a 
member of the awkward squad, the real nonconformists of our day, and a challenge 
to the Establishment. 

During the war he served on the Special Panel of J.P.s to consider appeals 
against conscription on conscientious grounds, and consistently he took his place on 
the local Bench, both in Juvenile and General Courts; his comments were a bonus 
for court reporters seeking headlines. Charles found it difficult not to be Chairman at 
any Court irrespective of persons. He found something fascinating about the 
responsibility and power of a magistrate, and like many others he resented his 
compulsory retirement at 75, and said so distinctly. The author agrees with his 
sentiment – “How hard it is for those of us who are old to accept gracefully the 
arrival of age!” 

In his Church life he was generous in giving to every denomination in its place, 
but especially to the Anglican Church; to St. Peter’s, St. John’s, St. Andrew’s 
Plymouth and St. Andrew’s Buckland Monachorum he gave of his talent and 
substance. His living faith found its expression and many Anglican parsons testify of 
the special gifts of encouragement that he exercised in their ministry. His voice in 
church when reading the Lessons was a joy to hear, clear diction and style held the 
attention of the congregation – yet incidentally at other times and at other meetings 
he would drop his voice and become inaudible. 

It was in his work as Chairman of the Council of Social Service thut Charles 
found his abiding place in Plymouth’s history. It is true that he held high ‘ office in 
the Voluntary Hospital movement, and knew hospital work as patient and subscriber 
better than most. His service there was truly worth while, but Hospital Management 
is administrative rather than constructive. Charles found creative opportunity in the 
Council of Social Service, and as he settled down in his job as Chairman the concept 
of a Voluntary Society working for both the individual and for society gradually 
captured his imagination. He knew the importance of personal decisions on personal 
problems, and accepted that individuals in trouble needed individual treatment and 
help as well as collective welfare facilities. 
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When war came for the second time in his life he sensed that life would never be 
the same and never could be. The destruction of the material Plymouth meant 
reconstruction in the long run and improvisation in the short present. If ever a man 
loved Plymouth this man did; he wanted the most modern City in Europe to arise in 
Plymouth – and yet supported the Old Plymouth Society with all his power. 

This man encouraged the author to come in the midst of war to a non-
pensionable underpaid job* to seek with him and his colleagues to serve Plymouth 
during the conflict and afterwards should we survive. Of this involvement you can 
read in the documents deposited in the Plymouth Library, for his involvement was 
mine too and from 1942 until he died our paths were identical – his as Chairman and 
mine as Secretary. This must be recorded of Charles Brown, your relative, my 
Chairman and friend:- from January 19th. 1942 he stood by me, shared my thoughts, 
planned, listened to ideas, and never once uttered a word of discouragement. He saw 
me downcast and dispirited at times, and shared my mental conflicts and strivings, 
giving counsel, affection and trust in such a way that as I remember him I am 
humble to have known such a man. 

It was an extraordinary experience to work with him; he thrived on public life, 
was concerned to ensure that the Press knew of our meetings, that photographers 
would be there, and would never accept my assurances that all was well until the 
reporters arrived. He read the newspapers avidly for reports of his speeches, yet 
never in any way pushed me into the background or resented any press statement I 
might make. He loved publicity, but never kept a single press cutting. At times I 
could have crowned him for his consistent kicking against authority, and he fought 
me grimly in argument and outlook. It fell to me to soothe ruffled authority and to 
pick up dropped bricks, but I honoured his transparent sincerity even when I doubted 
the wisdom of his behaviour. 

He liked to be identified with certain activities; for example he took the lead in 
September 1941 in the forming of the Plymouth Old People’s Welfare Committee, 
and the two ideas that were mentioned at the first meeting he made his own – to 
establish a Home Help Service for the old people who were bombed out and living 
uncomfortably, and, ridiculous as it now seems, to establish an Old People’s Home 
in the target area of Plymouth. The first two Home Helps engaged in December 
1941 have now been increased to over 170 under the direction of a Voluntary 
Service Agency, incidentally saving Plymouth’s ratepayers a threepenny rate at 
least. Charles was proud of this. 

Gunnerside Hostel for both men and women opened in September 1942 free 
from debt and owed its establishment to Charles. He worked, bullied others, 
persuaded the rest, and in spite of the absurdity of placing 40 people’s lives at risk in 
a limited space, succeeded triumphantly. He actually encouraged a romance, and a 
marriage was arranged only to be broken off when the bride-to-be, who was a Tory, 
discovered that her prospective husband was a Socialist – this was in 1945. 
 
* The Guild has been very generous to me in retirement. 
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Consider then our activities together over a period of twenty-odd years; we 
helped the formation of societies such as the Prisoner of War Relatives’ Guild, the 
War Widows’ Guild, the West Hoe Fishing Club, Old People’s Social Clubs, Choirs, 
Handicraft Clubs, Rendezvous Clubs, a Boys’ Racing Pigeon Club, the Disabled 
Fellowship; we promoted activities such as Business & Professional People’s 
Outings and Holidays, Night Attendance, Advice Anonymous, Schoolboys 
Exhibitions, the Pageant of Plymouth Hoe, the Water Carnival; we issued 
publications like “As You Grow Old”, the “Disabled Persons’ Handbook”, the 
“Book of Plymouth”, “Everyday Problems”. We compared notes just about the time 
of our retirement and counted at least 100 individual activities; indeed Charles and I 
were privileged people. We knew that life was made easier and happier for the old, 
the disabled and the lonely, and we had links with thousands of our fellows; God 
had been good to us. We dreamt of a new building, where voluntary workers could 
serve their neighbours in surroundings equal to the value of their services, and we 
saw it come true. Charles left this building to the City as his living memorial; it 
would never have been erected but for him. He was never honoured by his 
Sovereign, but in the hearts of the older generation he surpassed the status of his 
distinguished father. 

When he completed his 21 years as Chairman, we decided to make him a 
present. Muriel gave me a suggestion that something linked with the Barbican would 
be acceptable, and the conspirators authorised the making of a silver model of the 
Elizabethan house in New Street, and this family heirloom is an acknowledgement 
of the debt we owe to him. 

One visualises Charles in so many places; at Buckland Abbey, where he had 
supported a wonderful series of plays in the Old Barn; with members of the Youth 
Orchestra; crowning the Darby and Joan at Efford; at the laying of the foundation 
stone of the new Marlborough House; at the ordination of Philip in St. Alban’s 
Cathedral; at family parties singing Uncle Tom Cobley and telling Devon stories 0 
always himself, gifted with an affection for life. 

He was not to be found in the clubs or bars; in Rotary he sat with his generation 
and only rose, in fun, to attack the Establishment. He was a genial companion and 
generous host to visitors, but his home life was strictly private. Public life never 
intruded into Challoch, it was an oasis for his children and all the various members 
of the tribe, a place where they could assemble to play card games for which Charles 
invented the rules, and argue on every subject under the sun. 

Charles died in 1965, having achieved his ambition to reach the age of 80. He 
was born in the days of workhouses and Boards of Guardians, which there were no 
Old Age Pensions, Health Services or Employment Exchanges, a world nearer to 
that of Dickens than to ours. For two generations the Browns had been pioneers in 
the field of voluntary service, and Charles lived to carry on their work until it 
culminated in the Welfare State. Bit by bit the State took over their functions, but as 
fast as it did so Charles and his associates found themselves free for other work still 
needed by the community. He carried the torch that his forebears had lit with 
cheerfulness, wisdom and courage, and the supreme quality of recognising the jobs 
that had to be done. 
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Dorothy Josephine Brown 
 

Joseph had two daughters who were both very close to him in their different 
ways. Dorothy and Muriel had much in common, and were linked together in 
worship and service. Those who knew Dorothy all spoke very warmly of her 
attractive nature, and her brothers seem to have had a close affinity with her, for she 
bubbled over with fun, rather overshadowing Muriel the younger sister. 

Dorothy was born at Woodside in 1886, and was the first daughter after five 
sons; no wonder the boys made a special fuss of her. She was baptised in St. John’s 
Church, and as she grew up attended the Plymouth High School for Girls. She left at 
the age of 17 and went to the Princess Helena College of Domestic Science in 
Ealing, but she was homesick and unhappy and returned home without finishing the 
course. 

From then on her life followed the pattern of many young women of her time; 
there was no economic necessity for her to earn her living, no profession of her 
choice to follow, and her activities would be confined to her home or her Church. 
For the last three years of her life she kept a day-to-day diary, which shows a simple 
record of domesticity, visits to relatives, walks on the moors, occasional parties and 
dances, and helping at bazaars and other church work. (She and Muriel at this time 
were identified with St. Peter’s rather than St. John’s.) When Charles became ill, 
Dorothy was his constant companion; “sat with Charlie”, “played bridge with 
Charlie”, were almost daily entries in her diary. During this time some of the 
brothers urged their mother to hand over the housekeeping to Dorothy, but this never 
came about. 

We do not know when it was first discovered that she was consumptive, but 
Muriel said that it had been known for some time before her death and that 
arrangements had been made for her to go to a sanatorium in Switzerland,  

But it was too late; one fine day in 1909 they thought it would do her good to 
have a walk on Dartmoor. They were late for the train – a quite usual occurrence – 
and ran down the hill to Mutley Station to catch it. This brought on a haemorrhage, 
and she was taken to a sanatorium at Yelverton. The doctors made light of it, but 
within two days she was dead. Her death brought great sadness to the home, for, in 
her father’s words, “she carried sunshine with her all her life.” The family gave a 
stained glass window to St. Peter’s Church in her memory; it depicted her as Rhoda 
listening to St. Peter at the door; it was destroyed by bombs during the Second War. 

Dorothy’s death profoundly affected the life of her younger sister as you will see 
later in the next chapter. 
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Muriel Arrowsmith Brown 
 

As we move towards the end of this study of your family, we come to Muriel; 
she personifies the contribution of the unmarried women who, in the early years of 
this century, sustained the voluntary movement of compassion and practical care in 
the community, which led finally to the emergence of the Welfare State. We are able 
to look at her in three dimensions: first, through the eyes of the family, for above all 
she lived for you all, childless herself but loving and loved by all her nephews and 
nieces; secondly, through the eyes of a man who as a young lad was a member of 
her Youth Club; and thirdly as the writer saw her in action from 1942 until she died. 

Muriel was born in 1889 just before the family moved to Houndiscombe Villas. 
She was educated with Dorothy at Plymouth High School. Compared with Dorothy, 
she was shy and retiring, but she showed great promise academically, sat the 
entrance examinations for Oxford, and was accepted for Lady Margaret Hall. Her 
favourite subject was geography, and her ambition was to get her degree and go into 
the mission field. 

This never happened, because her sister died in the year that Muriel was due to 
go up to Oxford, and as Charlie was seriously at the time she felt it her duty to stay 
and help at home. She always spoke as if this was her own decision, and we do not 
know what parental influence, if any, was brought to bear. 

In the following year it seems as if she had shown the same symptoms as 
Dorothy; she spent the winter of 1911 at Bex in Switzerland and returned apparently 
restored to health. It must have been at this time that she began her serious public 
work, and her first major activity was with the Girl Guides; she carried this on for 
some twenty years and became District Commissioner. At the outbreak of war she 
learned to drive a car, one of the first women in Plymouth to do so, and this was a 
great asset to her in her increasing commitments. (She drove extremely well and 
rather fast.) Her first war work was the running of the Plymouth Girls’ Club, one of 
the forerunners of the Youth Club movement of today. She was tremendously 
popular with her club girls, became godmother to many of their children and 
sometimes to their children. She sat on the committee of St. Margaret’s Home, 
founded by her father in 1916, and was always deeply concerned in this work. She 
was also drawn into another of her father’s interests, the Council of Social Service, 
becoming, as we have seen, a District Head, which was an exacting job, carrying 
with it much detailed and personal case-work. Besides all this, she was a devoted 
church worker. She and Dorothy had for many years attended 
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St. Peter’s, and Muriel continued their joint work there after Dorothy’s death; but 
when her mother became too ill to go with Joseph to St. John’s, Muriel took her 
place, and remained loyal to St. John’s for the rest of her life; but she never lost her 
affection for St. Peter’s. Busy as she was, she still had time to look after her little 
nephews and nieces when they stayed at Houndiscombe or Links Lodge, and they 
remember her as a very loving and cheerful companion, but also as a strict 
disciplinarian who meted out punishment whenever it was deserved. 

After the war when they moved to Trenley, Muriel took over the housekeeping 
from her mother, who was already failing. From this time until her father’s death, 
she made it her first duty to take her mother’s place. Of her multifarious activities, 
Joseph commented that they made her “too much on the rush; she takes matters very 
vigorously, “ But elsewhere he wrote, “I am very blessed in Muriel’s devoted 
service in every direction.” 

When war came again in 1939, the need for special activities to be organised for 
young people was urgent, and Muriel took the lead in forming the Octagon Youth 
Club centred in a densely populated part of Plymouth. It was a club for both boys 
and girls and in this sense a new venture; Muriel herself was wholeheartedly in 
favour of the “mixed” club, which took a long time to find general acceptance. She 
wanted self-help from the members, and stimulated them to form their own 
Committee, accepting responsibility for discipline and working with the Club 
Leader. More and more she saw in them potential leaders of the present and the 
future; they saw in her at first a being from another world, merely the supplier of 
material help and a contact with the powers-that-be, but gradually they recognised 
her disinterested dedication to service for others. They would go to her home in the 
early days somewhat hesitantly, but soon discovered that it was a place where 
encouragement and counsel were always available, not only during their club years 
but throughout their lives,  

One of her “club boys” as she loved to call them, has written down some of his 
memories for us:- “She has had such a great influence on my life that it is difficult to 
think of those years that she was known to me and try to pick out one or two 
memories to sum up what a wonderful person she was, however, I try. . . . The War 
was about 19 months old when Octagon House Youth Club moved till to the Three 
Towns Nurses Association premises at the rear of Durnford Street, Stonehouse. Miss 
Brown was the Chairman of the Management, Miss Mary Sawle the Leader. 

“Time went on; we, the members, were encouraged to do as much as possible 
for other people. We ran a Youth Volunteer Help Corps. chopped wood for old 
people, turned and dug their gardens, made nets, covers, etc. We were taught about 
democracy and how to take responsibility through the Club Members Committee. It 
was a decision of this Committee that led to the incident and the practical lesson that 
I remember. We, the Committee, had asked permission of the Leader and 
Management Committee to open the Club to servicemen on Sunday evenings, for a 
dance and social. This was approved, and open it we did, it was a great success, 
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so much so that we had a certain amount of publicity, and Nancy Viscountess Astor 
became interested in the Club. She came one Sunday evening and after seeing the 
Club was most forthright in her opposition to the coloured servicemen being allowed 
to mix with the club members and their friends. Miss Sawle was quite firm, no 
colour bar, Lady Astor made a scene and said, ‘I will report you to the Management 
Committee, I’ll run you out of Plymouth.’ 

“As the representative of the Committee, I was at the next Management 
Committee when the matter was discussed. Miss Brown was most clear on the issues 
involved, said she had seen Lady Astor, there had been words exchanged on the 
subject. She had told Lady Astor that the coloured servicemen would continue to be 
entertained, Miss Sawle would remain the Leader, that no person had the right to 
override the wishes of the majority. . . . By standing by the members and the Leader 
at that time, Miss M. A. Brown (who could have so easily given in to the great lady) 
proved to me the value of keeping one’s word, loyalty to those who trust you, and to 
practise what you preach. 

“On to more recent times, Octagon had closed down, but we kept in touch with 
Miss Brown, she had seen us through our youth into adulthood, shaping us all the 
time. . . . I try in my humble way to put into practice the things that she taught, she 
was truly a great lady”. 

Now for the personal observations of a Welfare Worker. Muriel had accepted 
commitments in every field of service in which her father Joseph was interested. It 
was as though he rubber-stamped her activities – moral welfare – social service – the 
Church – as worthwhile pursuits outside the intimate family duties. 

In 1942, she was active as a visitor to needy people, and served on the Lord 
Mayor’s Air Raid Relief Committee, which involved daily attendance at the office. 
When the “Home for Girls needing Care and Protection” was bombed, she agreed to 
act as secretary to the new Interdenominational Committee which was then brought 
into being, and continued almost to the day of her death. When Lord Astor asked me 
(as Secretary of the C.S.S.) to administer the Christmas Fund distribution amongst 
the needy, Muriel was in charge of the office. Sometimes this involved 4,000 
individual families to he helped. In her, I had an unpaid skilled helper, working 
practically fulltime, using her own car; and she was a great listener and 
commentator. We never knew peace in time of war, and I could always reach C.P. 
through Muriel, for he went to her home daily for lunch. 

My greatest memory of her was immediately after the war. Isaac Foot was Lord 
Mayor, and he asked to organise the distribution of Gift Food which was pouring in 
from the Commonwealth and friendly nations. Muriel supervised personally the 
unpacking and sorting of every case or parcel received by us. The largest single 
consignment was 360-odd cases weighing about 56lb. each. This was hard physical 
labour; the contents had to be sorted out into acceptable collections, and in one year 
alone over 30,000 households were helped. 

As I think of Muriel her hatred of limelight and her zest service I treasure every 
memory her. I recall she sold her faithful car when her 
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brothers bought her a new one. It was bought by someone living near me, and as I 
saw it standing outside his house I wanted to go and say, “This car you have was 
consecrated to the service of humanity, how lucky you are to inherit its history.” 

Muriel had many interests; she was a great reader like her father; her favourite 
author was June Austen and her favourite book “Persuasion”. She was very fond of 
travel and had travelled quite widely; she went with her father to South Africa, to 
visit her brothers in Burma, and to see her cousins in New Zealand. She also made 
several trips to the Continent. She loved art and architecture, particularly Cathedral 
architecture, and was an ideal companion on any sight-seeing expedition. She had a 
very great love of Dartmoor and was a great walker. She was good at all ball games, 
which she played in a keen competitive spirit, and even in old age was a ruthless, not 
to say vicious, croquet player. 

Her outstanding quality, for which we will always remember her, was her deep 
devotion to all her family. One never heard her say an unkind word of any of them, 
hardly indeed of anybody. She reverenced her parents, loved and admired her 
brothers and sister, and was an ideal aunt, great-aunt and friend. No family 
celebration was complete without her, and she was always ready to cope with petty 
emergencies (unless it involved cooking, which she never learnt to do). She kept 
regular correspondence with all her family and friends, and was the great clearing-
house all family news. Her deep religious faith never wavered throughout what was, 
if you look back on it, a life full of personal sorrows; she found her happiness in that 
of those she loved. 
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Postscript 
 

The writing of this little study has been a labour of love. It is sent to you the 
descendants of the Cornish yeoman because your family in particular made its 
contribution to human happiness and security. Old values, of the integrity and 
dignity of the individual. were very precious to my generation. 

What I leave for you unfinished is the challenge to search for more evidence, 
newspapers to be read, Wills and Church Rolls to be studied, for the subject is 
almost untouched. You must be surrounded by the successors direct and indirect of 
Ralph Brown of Tintagel; imagine the stories of his nine children, or the second 
Ralph’s five brothers and sisters. If your present family tree contains over 250 
names, one’s mind boggles at the thought of a further 1,250 being added to it. 

It has been worth while, though frustrating at times, and 1 hope will bring to you 
all afresh that sense of family which the Browns I knew, and know, possessed, and 
possess. 


