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Back-street treasure

The David Parr House
A modest terraced house at 186, Gwydir Street,
Cambridge, preserves an extraordinary series
of interiors. As Michael Hall reveals, they were
executed by David Parr, who moved here in 1887.
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Fig 1 left: The drawing room. Every surface was painted by David Parr. Fig 2 below left: Parr and his family in about 1890. The girl on the
right is the mother of Elsie Palmer, who lived here until 2012. Fiig 3 ight: The hall. Further patterns survive under the 20th-century paint

EW visitors to Cambridge trudging

from the railway station to the

colleges do more than glance at

the narrow streets of Victorian
terraced houses that stretch out north and
east of the city centre. Among them is
Gwydir Street, built mostly in the 1870s
and known locally for Dale’s Brewery,
established here in 1900.

Well before the end of the 20th century,
the street had been gentrified and univer-
sity teachers and other professionals had
moved into the small houses originally
occupied by railway employees, carpenters,
plasterers and painters. The public baths

on the corner of Gwydir Street and Mill
Road were converted into a community
centre and the redundant brewery buildings
now house a popular cafe. Although the
street’s Victorian architecture has sur-
vived, the life for which it was designed
seemed, by the 21st century, to have disap-
peared as completely as the three butchers,
two greengrocers and two fishmongers who
all had shops here by 1901.

In 2009, Tamsin Wimhurst, the edu-
cation officer at the Museum of Cambridge,
was researching an exhibition on the city’s
interiors to be called ‘A Space of My Own’.
Among the people she canvassed for ideas

was Sheila Crane, who lived in Gwydir
Street. She suggested that Mrs Wimhurst
might interview her neighbour, Elsie
Palmer, who had lived in the same house
since the 1920s.

Mrs Palmer was delighted to show it to
her. ‘It’s a lovely piece of work,” she com-
mented as she led an increasingly incred-
ulous Mrs Wimhurst from room to room.
Almost every surface was decorated with
rich and sophisticated patterns painted by
Mrs Palmer’s grandfather, David Parr.

A single visit was enough to convince Mrs
Wimhurst that this extraordinary monu-
ment to the life and work of a Victorian
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craftsman must be preserved. Thanks
to her, a charity was established in 2014 to
acquire, conserve and show to the public
what is now known as the David Parr House.
Mrs Wimhurst’s ambitions for the house
have taken a major step towards fulfilment
with the news, announced last month, that
it has been awarded a substantial grant by
the Heritage Lottery Fund that will help pay
for conservation work and an education
programme.

€ This extraordinary
monument to the work
of a Victorian craftsman

must be preserved §

Who was David Parr? He was born in
Chesterton, on the outskirts of Cambridge,
in 1854 or 1855. His father was a labourer
and his mother a teacher, but both had died
by the time he was eight and nothing is
known about his upbringing until he appears
in the 1871 census, aged 16, as a ‘joiner’s
apprentice’. However, he was already more
than that.

The church of All Saints in Jesus Lane,
designed by G. F. Bodley in 1862 and now
in the care of the Churches Conservation
Trust, is Cambridge’s best-known Victorian
church. It is celebrated for both its stained
glass by William Morris’s firm and Bodley’s
elaborate and well-preserved scheme of
painted decoration, which was executed
largely by a Cambridge firm of decorators,
F. R. Leach. High up on a wall, the painters
responsible inscribed their names and,
among them, is ‘David Parr’, with the date 1871.

Fig 4 facing page: The back bedroom. Parr added the built-in wardrobe, corner shelves
and Gothic carvings on the chimneypiece. Fig 5 above: A detail of the dining-room frieze

Leach’s large workshop, based in City
Road, carried out a variety of trades,
including plasterwork, furniture making
and stained glass as well as painting, so
perhaps Parr was taken on as an apprentice
joiner, but was transferred to the painters’
department when his talent for decoration
became evident.

After All Saints, Parr probably assisted
Leach in another collaboration with Bodley,
the spectacular decoration of the Old Hall
at Queens’ College. As far as is known, he
worked for Leach for the rest of his career.

The son of a house painter, F. R. Leach
(1837-1904) founded one of the many firms
that rose to national prominence as a result
of the renaissance of crafts encouraged

Fig 6: The dining room, used as a bedroom by Elsie Palmer in old age

by the Gothic Revival. As a boy based in his
father’s workshop in Jesus Lane, he attracted
the attention of High Church clergymen at
Jesus College interested in reconstructing
medieval forms of organs with painted cases.
As aresult, he was taken up by G. F. Bodley,
who, in 1864, had begun the restoration of
the nave of Jesus College’s chapel. This
included the painting of the ceilings of the
nave and transepts by the newly established
Morris, Marshall, Faulkner & Co, which
employed Leach to carry out the work. Leach’s
career was launched and, by the time Parr
joined him, he was working all over the
country as a church and house decorator.

His employees had become used to travel-
ling at short notice and it is telling that
Parr’s next appearance in the census records
him lodging in Islington, almost certainly
because he was then working with Leach
on the second phase of Morris’s decoration
of St James’s Palace, carried out in 1880-2.

It may have been as a result of his travels
for Leach that Parr met Mary Wood, a ‘cotton
doubler’ in Macclesfield, where, in 1883,
they were married. Four years later, they
moved into 186, Gwydir Street, which was
to be their home for the rest of their lives.
Here, they raised three children, Mary,
David (who was also to work for Leach) and
Sarah (Fig 2).

The house was still new: it had been built in
1876 as part of a small development called
—Trather appropriately, given Parr’s busi-
ness—‘Gothic Terrace’, a name echoed in
ogee curves cut into the lintels of the wind-
ows. Although small—it originally had only
two rooms downstairs and three bedrooms
upstairs, with a kitchen, scullery and another
bedroom at the back—it was on the more

prosperous east side of the street (where, >
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