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(Harry) Paley

Of the four men who made up the various parbrerships that are collectively known as Sharpe, Paley

and Austin (Price 1998)t Harry Paley is the least well known. The son of Edward Graham Paley

and his wife Fanny (nee Sharpe) he was born in Lancaster in 1855, the eldest of four children and

the only son. His mother was the sister of Edmund Sharpe and he was thus born into what was to

become the extended SharPe clan.

He was educated locally at the Castle Howell School in Queen's Square and at Uppingham. With
an uncle and father being architects it can have been no surprise to the family that he chose to

become an architect and in 1877 he began his articles with Paley and Austin. After completing his

articles he was sent to the office of T.E. Colcutt in London to gain "wider experience". In 1885 he

was elected A.R.I.B.A. and in 1886 became a partner with his father and H. J. Austin, the firm
changing its name to Paley, Austin and Paley. With the death of his father in 1895 the firm became

Austin and Paley with H.J. Austin as the senior partner. For a short time before the First World
War Geoffrey Austin was a partrer in the firm but after the death of Hubert Austin, Harry Paley

worked alone until his retirement sometime between 1936 and 1939.

He was long remembered in the town as a kindly jovial man who was still working as an architect

in his seventies. His obituary in the Royal Institute of British Architects Journal (July 1946) noted

that he had a variety of interests including field sports and was an enthusiastic photographer and

cricketer. From about 1902 until his death n 1946 Harry Paley and his wife lived at Moorgarth in
Caton.

The R.I.B.A. obituary notes that in conjunction with H.J. Austin the firm ca:ried out many works

including about 75 churches and restorations and additions to ecclesiastical buildings. In the

absence of the records of the firm we shall never know for certain how many of the designs of the

practice from 1886 to the death of Austin were his alone. Evidence from those drawings that still
survive suggests heavy involvement in the Royal Lancaster Infirmary, the Storey Institute and

Nazareth House while the drawings for St. George's Stockport and the Liverpool Cathedral

competition bear his name.

From 1916 all of the designs produced by the practice were his alone and even though he probably

had pupils and associates he never had a parhrer. During this time he carried on the range of work
that the practice had traditionally undertaken, ecclesiastical and secular. Unfornrnately the
perception of people who have looked at his work is that much of it including his chwches was old
fashioned and harked back to the previous century and earlier styles.(Pevsner)2 This is probably
unfair because in addition to traditional work like Bilsborrow, St. Stephen's on the Cliffs at

Blackpool gives some idea of the standard of work he was capable of. The fact that he designed 9
new churches between 1924 and 1942 (two of them in Covenfiry) also suggests a continuing
reputation for good ecclesiastical work.

The destruction of the records of Sharpe, Paley and Austin in 1944 has proved a major handicap for
those seeking to study the work of these men from the beginning of the firm in 1836 to closure in
t942. Thus we have no definitive list of works and we lack the often mundane material of an

architectural practice - bills, correspondence, tenders etc. Without this sort of detail it is almost
impossible to provide a comprehensive history of the firm and its works.
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In the case of Harry Paley however there has fortunately survived a list of his work from the early

l920sto the beginning of the Second World War. This record takes the form of two volumes3 in

the Lancashire County Records Offrce which were discovered in the burnt out remains of the

Shrigley and Hunt Offices in West Road. The detail in these books allows us to reconstruct the

range of commissions for the period and the scale of each one. The Account Book 1927-42 details

103 jobs and in addition to the commission give details of cost and the actual builder. There are

also details of another 41 estimates for the period (some of which were never built). The separate

Specifications Book for 1925-39 provides details of 32 jobs that were undertaken. There are

several new churches, both within and outside Lancashire, but much of the work can be classified

as of a minor nature.

Graph 1. which is taken from the information contained in the two books shows Paley's output over

the period 1924 to 1942. Commissions are grouped in 5 year periods and there were 169 jobs

undertaken in this period. As well as commissions that were actually completed there are a number
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of cases where we are uncertain as to whether the work was carried out or not. Such works are

shown as "possible".

There are some differences in the amount of work done throughout this period. Thus in the second

half of the 1920s only about half of the work ca:ried out in the early 1930s was obtained. In the

1930s they carried out 101 commissions and possibly undertook another 24. Atthis time the office

must have been buzzing and somewhat reminiscent of the late nineteenth century when there were
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3 partners working. Yet this is the decade when Harry Paley retires. Mr. Brassington of Settle
remembers him as retiring in 1936 after the rebuilding of Thornton - in - Lonsdale church, but other
evidence suggests that it may have been later, around 1939. Whichever date it was, he was at best
only part-time in the late thirties, coming into the office by train from Caton on his working days.

Given the history and reputation of the firm it is not surprising that 68Yo of the work they
completed was church work (see Graph 2). In some cases there were commissions for new
churches and he designed and built 9 new churches (see Table 1) as well rebuilding two more after
disastrous fires.

In addition to complete
churches a number of church
restorations were carried out
(see graph 3).

The only major secular
building work during this
period was undertaken at the
Royal Lancaster Infirmary
where Paley worked throughout
much of the period. ln addition
to the Nurses Home which he
converted from the old station,
he built a large number of
buildings including new wards
and X Ray block. In fact
almost the last commission for
which there is a record, is for a
Decontamination Unit at the
hospital in 1940. There is a
good deal of work relating to

Table 1. New and Rebuilt churches.

St. Stephen-on-the-Cliffs, Blackpool

St. Thomas, Blackpool

St. Luke, Onell

St. Stephen's, Whalley

St. Barnabas, Coventry,

St. Barbara, Earlsdon, Coventry

St. Christopher, Bare, Morecambe

St. John, Abram

St. Hilda, Bilsbonow

Repair after Fire

Thornton-in-Lonsdale

Rebuilt after fire

St. Matthew, Bumley

1924-26

1929-32

1927-29 ( completed 1936-38)

1927-30 ( completed 1937-8)

1932-34

1930-3 l
1932-34

t93s-37

t926-7

1934-36

1929-31

schools, ranging from new ones like St. Luke's Skerton, to additions at Giggleswick, Sedbergh,
Leeds Grammar School and Lancaster Royal Grammar School. Many of the jobs in the secular
area are very small e.g. kitchens, bathrooms and sundry repairs and alterations. This is also true of
some church work where it is at the level of redecoration or advising on the installation of electric
lighting.

In the case of both church and non-church work there are a number of examples where several
commissions were undertaken at a site over the period.. Thus at Sedbergh School there is a New
Porters' Lodge and Gates and a new Gymnasium Floor in 1928, in l93l new rooms are built for a
tutor at Sedgwick House, in 1932 a new Sanatorium and in 1938 a new Common room.

What can we say about the location of the work he carried out? As Graph 4 shows Paley had a
heavy reliance upon Lancashire Qxe-1972) and the Lancaster district. Outside of Lancashire,
Westmorland, Cumberland and West Yorkshire were significant locations as were Cheshire and
Warwickshire. It is interesting that two of the new churches are in Coventry and one wonders how
these commissions were obtained. Was it past reputation or some other reason? As well as
carrying out actual building work there is evidence of the firm doing architectural surveys of
churches. This was done by both Harry Paley and Reuben Baines and spread as far as the Isle of
Man. The details of Accounts and Estimates provide information about the actual contractors who
did the work to the instruction of Paley. ln addition to local builders e.g. Brassington of Settle for
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Thornton Church, extensive use was made of Lancaster firms like Thompson and Jackson (in

many ways the successors to James Hatch and Co.), R.S. Wright and A. Thoms. For the works

where we have details about the builder from 1927-42 Thoms did 34 and Wright 11.

What is particularly unique about the information in these two books is that it provides us with a

true and accurate picture of the work of one architect working alone over time, in terms of scale,

type and location. It is also significant that now we can identiff the work of one of the men who

for over a century were Sharpe, Paley and Austin, at least for the last 20 years.

While for the rest of the life of this firm we probably have their major works, we still however lack

a full picture of their work. We have at best a sketchy outline of smaller scale works like
restorations, additions, renovations etc. What detail we do possess comes from odds and ends of
information often discovered in the course of other investigations.

For Harry Paley at least, we now have a complete picture of the last 20 years when all of the output

was his and recognisable as such. Unfortunately this evidence shows us how much there is left to
discover about the period 1836-1924. It is unlikely, unless new sources of information appear, that

a complete record of these years will be capable of reconstruction in the same degree of detail.
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