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SOUND AND FURY - THE EARLY DAYS OF THE 
GEORGIAN GROUP

Charles Hind

P
ressure groups are founded by enthusiasts, and rely on continuing enthusiasm to 
survive. The Georgian Group is no exception but the vigour and enthusiasm of its 
founders led to clashes of personality which at times seemed to imperil its survival. This 
is not an article about the history and work of the Georgian Group - that has been ably 

discussed by Dr Gavin Stamp and others in the Architectural Journal and Dr Stamp’s recent 
lecture to the Group.1 It is an attempt to bring the three founders of the Group to life, from 
letters written to Robert Byron by Douglas Goldring, Lord Derwent and other prominent 
figures in the early days of the Group’s existence.2 Derwent and Goldring, Chairman and 
Hon. Secretary respectively, had a particularly difficult relationship, and at times could only 
deal with each other through Byron. The Group suffered from lack of money, problems with 
its parent body, the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings, threats of libel actions and 
temperamental staff, but the testing first two years of its existence laid a solid foundation 
which survived the war and have enabled the Group to grow into its present position as one of 
the leading national amenity societies.

The three founders of the Group seem to have had little in common beyond a 
passionate concern for England’s Georgian heritage. Douglas Goldring (1887—1960) was a 
writer and journalist, who had worked for Country Life and the English Review before becoming 
a Lecturer in English at Gothenburg in 1925. On his return to England in 1927 he worked 
free-lance, producing novels, plays, poetry and travel books, and biographies of such artistic 
and literary figures as Sir Thomas Lawrence and James Elroy Flecker. He spent years trying 
to form a society to defend Georgian buildings but without success until he met Lord Derwent, 
probably in 1936. Goldring was a difficult and pugnacious man who took offence easily and 
was uncomfortable with the smart set which formed the Group’s earliest members.

George Harcourt Johnstone, 3rd Baron Derwent (1899-1949) was a complete contrast. 
Educated at Charterhouse and Merton College, Oxford (where he won the Newdigate Prize 
for Poetry in 1920), he went into the Foreign Office and was posted to Warsaw, Brussels and 
Madrid before resigning on inheriting the title from his uncle in 1929. A liberal in his politics, 
he married Countess Sabine Czaykowska, daughter of General Iliesco, formerly A.D.C. to 
King Ferdinand of Romania and Chief of the General Staff of the Romanian Army, and lived 
at Hackness Hall, near Scarborough. As well as publishing three volumes of poetry, he wrote 
books on Prosper Merimee, Goya and Rossini. His style was patrician and, from the style of his 
letters, perhaps a little pompous for a man only in his thirties.3 Certainly he rather looked 
down on poor Goldring.

The third member of the triumvirate was Robert Byron (1905—1941), a more shadowy 
figure in the context of this article, if only because we completely lack his side of the 
correspondence, for he kept no copies. Prominent in Oxford social and intellectual circles as 
an undergraduate in the twenties (he was part of the Harold Acton set), he first came to wider 
public notice when his book The Station. Athos: Treasures and Men appeared in 1928. It was an 
account of the visit he, David Talbot-Rice and Gerald Reitlinger made to the Holy Mountain 
the previous year. He developed a great enthusiasm for Byzantium and later Persia (the 
account of his visit there in 1932—1933 was published in 1937 as The Road to Oxiand), and only
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Lord Derwent Douglas Goldring Elliot & Fry

his early death has prevented the real value of his contribution to Byzantine studies being 
appreciated. Sometimes arrogant, often charming, his powers of withering invective were a 
major contribution to the early success and notoriety of the Group.

If a single founder of the Group must be sought, it was Goldring.5 We do not know how 
he met Derwent, but the time had certainly come for some kind of pressure group to work for 
the preservation of the Georgian heritage, particularly in London. Commercial pressures 
were rapidly destroying many of the major monuments of Stuart and Georgian architecture, 
from Wren city churches to Kent’s Devonshire House, the Adam brothers’ Adelphi to Nash’s 
Regent Street. Byron, who was presumably a friend of Goldring’s rather than Derwent’s, 
appears to have become involved early in 1937, and plans for the new society went ahead 
rapidly, so that by 5th February, 1937, Lord Esher, Chairman of the SPAB, was writing to 
Derwent: ‘I would venture to suggest to you that your purpose would be more effectively 
served if you were to make the slight deviation in your objective which would be entailed by 
creating within the SPAB an active Georgian group’,6 to which Derwent agreed. On 18th 
February, the SPAB committee approved the idea and the Group formally came into 
existence at the committee meeting of 2nd April, with Derwent and Goldring as Chairman, 
Secretary and sole members.

In the meantime Byron had received a letter from J. C. Squire, the writer and critic, 
dated 8th February. It is worth quoting because it encapsulates the distinguishing features of 
the Group’s early years, the identifying of buildings at risk, the opposition to the hard-nosed 
developer, the need for listing and publicity and a hearty disrespect for Establishment 
Figures:

Your letter reached me just as I was in the middle of a desperate struggle to save 31—32 Soho 
Square — not because it was Sir Jfoseph] Banks’ house, but because it was the loveliest Adam house 
remaining in London. The sharks never let us know it was to be demolished until the auction-bills 
were out. The Press is sympathetic & all civilised people. But it has been bought by the ‘Conduits 
Trust’ (i.e. trustees of Sir John Ellerman whose father left him circ. £20,000,000). Sir J. (why his 

46



father was made a baronet I cannot conceive, because he was so frugal that I don’t think he even 
bought it) seems quite untraceable. It would make a lovely G.H.Q. for the Amenities Societies. 
Reynold’s house [in Leicester Square] is one more; not near so beautiful. But I think if they go we 
shall have a case for effectively scheduling (as in France) the last remains of decent London. If I 
write to the Times on the general problem do back me up & make your friends do so.

‘Say not the struggle naught availeth’ — but when I write I shall say that I see a damned sight 
more of the main chance than of the main. Yours in God & Humanity.

Is this the earliest proposal for the amenity societies to share a roof as the Georgian 
Group and SPAB do today? 1

At the April meeting it was decided to defer the announcement of the Group until after 
the Coronation on 12th May. In the meantime various luminaries were approached to lend 
their names to the fledgling Group, and these included Lord Onslow, Lord Listowell (a cousin 
of Derwent’s), Lord Holden, Lord Gerald Wellesley, Sir Guy Dawber and A. E. Richardson 
the architects, and Baroness d’Erlanger, who let the Committee meet in her flat at Stratton 
House, Piccadilly, until the war. The Group was announced in a letter to The Times from Lord 
Esher on 27th May and held its first meeting at the SPAB office on 4th June, 1937.7 Robert 
Byron was elected Deputy Chairman^ and Henry Everett as Hon. Treasurer. After the 
election of Officers, the next item on the agenda was Staff. Goldring announced that he 
needed an assistant, but ominously, this was deferred to a later meeting. Basil lonides, the 
architect and interior decorator, offered office space at 28, Cork Street and soon the 
triumvirate, but Goldring in particular, were turning out letters in pursuit of the Group’s 
objectives, such as finding out who owned the east side of Bedford Square, then under 
threat.9

In the meantime, membership was growing. A week after the launch, the Earl and 
Countess of Rosse joined, and Lord Rosse wrote to Byron expressing his strong support for 
the Group and offering to help them when he was in England. He was immediately asked to 
join the Committee, and both he and his wife worked tirelessly on the Group’s behalf. 
Everything seemed to be going well, and Derwent took himself off to Germany in July. It was 
at this point that trouble really started between him and Goldring. In response to Goldring’s 
request for an assistant, and apparently without reference to Goldring, Derwent had 
approached a friend of his, a barrister called Angus Acworth,19 who was introduced to the 
Committee meeting of 28th June as the new Assistant Secretary. On 9th July Goldring wrote 
to Byron:

Until my typist left me, without a word of warning, to attend the bedside of a sick relative, the 
ordinary routine work of the Secretaryship went all right. I hope to replace her this week, clearing 
up the arrears of correspondence & going through the files etc. Between now & the next 
Committee meeting, however, I give notice that I have called upon the assistant Secretary 
appointed by Derwent to carry on the routine duties for which I have been responsible since last 
December. The reason for this is that a situation has arisen between Derwent & myself which has 
made me consider resigning the office of Honorary Secretary & confining my activities to work on 
the Executive Committee. My successor, if I decide to resign, will have a comparatively easy job & 
will not have to finance the whole show out of his own pocket, as I have had to do from the start. . .

Byron went round to see him, but evidently did not calm him down. A week later Goldring 
wrote again11 and after a petulant complaint that Byron had not kept an appointment with 
him in a bookshop, continued:

I am enclosing a copy of a letter which I propose to send to Acworth in reply to his last letter to me. 
You will, of course, understand, as I hope Acworth will, that nothing in my letter should be 
regarded as hostile or unfriendly. He and I are total strangers to one another, except that we have 
some friends in common. I have only met him once, for an hour, and thought him most agreeable, 
but that does not help matters as regards his appointment as Assistant-secretary, unless his duties 
are more clearly defined.
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Robert Byron (1905-1941) The Earl of Rosse (1906—1979)

He enclosed a copy of Acworth’s letters to him which began:
I enclose the various letters you left with me. I am sorry not to have been able to deal with them but 
I have not adequate typewriting assistance available; also the prospectuses asked for in four cases 
has yet to be got out. . .

Goldring’s draft reply to this somewhat offhand letter could at the very least be 
regarded as unfriendly.13 By this time he was probably aware that Derwent looked down on 
him, and suspected that Derwent’s friends did too. After pointing out to Acworth that his lack 
of a secretary had made life very difficult for him with so many letters to be written that his 
professional writing career was suffering, he continued:

When he came to London in May I told Derwent, who seemed incapable of realising that it is one 
thing to bark orders and another thing to carry them out, that I must have a short-hand typist. 
When I returned from the North I found that Palmer [Secretary of SPAB] had made the following 
entry in the Minutes of our first meeting, which he wrote up for me. ‘The Secretary reported that 
he needed an Assistant’.

The ‘Assistant’, nominated by Derwent without either consulting me or explaining the situation 
to the Committee was yourself. In the circumstances, as I was harassed almost beyond endurance, I 
thought I might ask you to deal with the handful of correspondence which you have now returned 
to me with an elegantly typed covering letter mentioning the fact that you have ‘no adequate 
typewriting assistance available’.

Please do not think, from the above, that I have any desire to reproach you for your inability, as 
Assistant Honorary Secretary, to assist the Honorary Secretary. I am merely stating the facts in the 
hope that you may be able to understand my position and clarify your own.

Obviously, if I were not fanatically keen on the work of the ‘Georgian Group’, I should not have 
been such a fool as to waste my time and money on acting as its Honorary Secretary and financing 
it out of my own pocket. I have several friends, hard-working architectural journalists and other 
industrious but socially unimportant people, who feel as I do about Georgian London and who 
might be willing to give some of their spare time (as I have given more than all of mine to helping 
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on the good work). As Derwent mentioned among your qualifications that you had legal 
experience. I venture to suggest that a less confusing office for you on the Georgian Group, than 
that of assistant secretary would be that of Legal Advisor. The SPAB, unless my memory is at fault, 
has an ‘Honorary Legal Advisor’ and this is, for obvious reasons, a highly important position as we 
are almost certain to become involved in legal problems. If this problem meets with your approval 
I shall propose it at the next Committee Meeting, at which I shall make a statement explaining the 
conditions under which the work of the Honorary Secretary has so far been carried on.

Derwent meanwhile wrote a genial letter to Byron from Augsburg, referring 
patronisingly to Goldring as: ‘an excellent fellow, but a born grumbler & never happy without 
a grievance’.14 His next letter, from Munich, was written after hearing Acworth’s account of 
the proceedings:

I am so sorry to bother you again but I gather from Acworth that the Georgian Group’s affairs are 
suffering from one of Goldring’s bouts of grievance-nursing. I must resist the temptation of 
writing to G. personally, because my pen has a nasty habit of running away with me, & I think I 
have descended into the arena far enough as it is.

The circumstances seem to me to be as follows: Goldring, being a professional free-lance 
journalist (if the terms do not cancel each other out!) has a great deal to do on his own, & really 
never ought to have undertaken any sort of secretarial work, honorary or otherwise, because he is 
perpetually busy with other things. He admitted this of his own accord by allowing to appear on 
the agenda of that meeting we had at Baroness d’Erlanger’s that ‘he desired an assistant secretary'. I 
took this as it stood, & suggested Acworth, not because he is a friend of mine, but because I know 
him to be good at all questions of committee-procedure & to be, in general, a capable & orderly 
person; in addition to this, he would demand no pay, & could drop the work at a moment s notice, 
if & when someone permanent & more suitable were found. As will be seen from the minutes, 
Goldring accepted this, as did all of you. It appears now (or so he alleges) that what he wanted was 
a sort of superior typist, to do the hack-work of writing letters & so on, the more so because his own 
typist, who had been helping with the work, had abruptly left him. This (not her leaving him, but 
the necessity for one!) is certainly very justifiable, for he cannot be expected to do all that as well; 
on the other hand, he should have made it abundantly clear at the time what exactly it was he 
wanted & he could quite well have done it. Now, having had a telephonic tiff with me just before I 
left, he is indulging in his favourite pantomime role of the Bear with the Sore Head, & being 
odious to Acworth, who only took on the job to oblige me. I am sure he will have told you the same, 
& equally, I imagine, that he can perfectly well chuck the thing up at any time. I am not surprised 
at Goldring’s behaviour, for from the start, I had the gravest doubts of the wisdom of starting any 
enterprise with him at all, (Raymond Mortimer en sait quelque’chose, too); but while I do not propose 
to give him the satisfaction of seeing me react to his spitefulness, I must lodge the strongest protest 
at his forcing the cancellation of a meeting out of pique, as apparently he did; & I suggest that you 
might, in settling this matter, speak to him pretty firmly about it. The real truth is that Goldring 
ought to abandon the secretaryship to someone who has more time to devote to it; he is perpetually 
complaining of being ‘frightfully busy’, & we shall never get anywhere like this; the proof is that 
nothing seems to have been done whatever since I went away; there were several letters to be 
written — I don’t know if anything has been said to you about them — nothing has been written to 
me. In any case, Goldring has no right whatever to act like this behind the Committee’s back. If you 
write, will you write to Hackness - I shall be back there next week, in any case.1

By this time, Lord Rosse, now an Executive Committee member, had become involved. 
He wrote on 3rd August to Byron that he had met Goldring that afternoon and acquired a 
good deal of useful information, though what he more tactfully than Derwent refers to 
Goldring’s ‘sensitiveness’ made it necessary for him to tread rather warily. The solution was 
found by making Acworth the Group’s legal advisor and allowing Goldring his part-time 
shorthand typist. She was Mrs Winifred Cummings, and was paid the princely salary of £2 a 
week, although the Hon. Treasurer, Henry Everett, thought that this was beyond the Group’s 
resources (Goldring paid it more often than not anyway). Meanwhile, the Group had still not 
been able to move into the office in Cork Street, though their writing paper with that address 
was already in use. Byron made little notes about how to furnish it, listing items such as fire 
irons and a coal scuttle (the contents of which would cost l/2d per day) as well as the desk and 
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desk light (no filing cabinet was allowed for). Paint would cost £1/10/- and curtains £2/16/-. 
Cleaning cost 3/6 a week, covering the corridor lighting and heating and night watchman 
service (which would allow the Group to use the office until any hour - late night working still 
seems to be the rule fifty years on!). The office was at last occupied at the beginning of 
September.

Derwent’s feeling that Goldring needed a more professional assistant was acted upon. 
Byron approached Wilhelmina (Billa) Cresswell (later Lady Harrod), who wrote to him in 
September two letters applying for the job, one formal, one informal. She was a student at the 
Architectural Association, whose lectures started at 7.30 p.m., leaving her days free. Her 
informal letter was honest:

I nearly put that I could use my car for the work of the Committee if necessary, but then I thought 
they might imagine I was a rich girl if I said I had a car so I left that out. But I could use it if it 
would be any help, and I do badly need some money, even as little as £2 a week would be 
something . . . Please forgive me for being a bore and do get me the job.16

Her two letters cited James Lees-Milne, John Betjeman, Christopher Hussey and Roger 
Fleetwood-Hesketh as referees, and with this impressive line-up and the support of the 
Deputy Chairman, she got the job.

There was general relief that Goldring was acquiring an Assistant Secretary. Rosse 
wrote to Byron:

Sorry though I am for Goldring, who has done a great deal with little thanks for it; it really is too 
much of a bore & a waste of time having to spend an hour buttering him up each time before one 
can ask him to do anything!1

Billa Cresswell took up her job in October and the shorthand typist Mrs Cummings was 
discharged. Her letter to Byron indicates how the Group’s office had been run for the last few 
weeks:

... I quite understand why the Committee has engaged a new Office Secretary, and her technical 
knowledge of architecture will, of course, be invaluable to you. I have had many years’ experience 
of office organisation and Committee work, though my actual work and interests have been of a 
rather different nature from those of the Georgian Group, and I can only claim the ordinary 
amateur’s artistic appreciation of your proposed activities. As you say, I have had to work ‘under 
circumstances of extraordinary difficulty’. But in so far as one can organise an office without 
equipment; keep a Petty Cash book without cash; deal with correspondence from subscribers, and 
have no knowledge of how their subscriptions are recorded; for a Committee I have never seen, I 
have done my best to support Mr Goldring in his still more difficult task.

Thank you for your personal appreciation of my work, and please convey to the Committee my 
thanks for the bonus of £2 which they have granted me.18

Derwent at this point seems to have fallen out with Byron (referred to by Lord Rosse).1 
Rosse could see that this willingness of the officers of the Group to bicker was undermining its 
effectiveness as a campaigning body. He successfully acted as mediator and for a while, 
Derwent, Goldring and Byron were all on speaking terms. It was agreed that what the Group 
most needed was publicity and the Committee turned its attention to the problem. Rosse 
thought they could take advertising hoardings, which could be arranged for free provided ‘we 
agreed not to make public attacks on the bill-posting trade, which I think would be well worth 
our while to do, since however ugly the hoardings may be, they are always temporary 
arrangements and never do any actual damage to buildings’.20 The idea most enthusiastically 
taken up was a broadcast on the BBC, suggested by Geoffrey Allen.

It appears that the Group were worried that the BBC were going to charge and Billa 
Cresswell exercised her charm on the producer:
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I think it is all right about the broadcasting and they will do the recording for nothing. I am going 
to have a final conversation with Mr Truman this evening. He told me this morning he thought I 
must have Jewish blood! But we are terrific buddies and he is coming to see me in the office soon.2

The broadcast (called ‘Farewell, Brunswick Square’, a reference to a current case) was made 
on 4th January, 1938, with Byron and John Summerson taking part in the discussion.22

The truce between Gqldring and Derwent did not last long. Within a couple of months, 
Derwent wrote:

I am not in the least surprised at your news about G., but only sorry you should have to bear the 
brunt. . . . The sensible thing for him to do would be to allow his name to remain among those of 
the Committee & to hand over the Secretaryship to someone else. After all, he is not paid, so what 
loss will it be to him? except that of the power to write letters to the press over a sole, illustrious 
signature. Why not suborn afresh your Miss C.??

But Miss C. was not to be suborned. In November, Byron received a letter from Roy Harrod 
apologising first for furthering Billa’s candidature as Assistant Secretary and then snatching 
her away: ‘If you visit your office as I take it you do from time to time, you will now see an 
engagement ring glittering on her finger’.24 She resigned on 24th November. An attempt to 
force Goldring to resign, discussed at the Executive Committee meeting on 22nd December,25 
then failed, and he did not finally give in until 12th January 1938.26 Meanwhile, Derwent had 
written to Byron on New Year’s Day:

As far as his staying on is concerned, I do not think you are likely to get rid of him as easily as that 
(even if we are supposed to have ‘broken his heart’, as he lugubriously informed Mrs McL. for 
there are people who adore having their hearts broken, even once a week, I should think.) But, as 
far as I am implicited, I do not care whether he stays on or not, so long as I have as little to do with 
him as possible - for really, life is too short to have to cope with professional chip-on-the-shoulder 
people.2

In its first six months, the Group had got through an Honorary Secretary, two assistant 
secretaries and an assortment of temporary staff. What it now needed was a period of stability, 
which it more or less got. The post of Assistant Secretary was filled first, with the appointment 
of Mrs Majorie McClintock. She was known to Byron and ran a cellulose spraying business, 
which was successful enough to leave her with more spare time than she knew what to do with, 
so the Group employed her for five half days a week. She was an excitable woman who had 
become rather neurotic after the break up of her affair with E. H. Shepherd, the artist, several 
years before. Letters to Byron were apt to begin extravagantly ‘Dearly beloved Robert’ and the 
Group’s correspondents were labelled FRIEND, ENEMY (e.g. G. Sturge Cotterell of the Bath 
Preservation Trust), or even ENEMY (ARCH) — another BPT dignitary. With reference to 
one of the Group’s most important early cases, she told Byron: ‘I find that horrid old Cantuar 
[Cosmo Gordon Lang] is the malignant spirit responsible for Abington St.’

Filling the Hon. Secretary’s post was more difficult. Osbert Lancaster and Frederick 
Etchells (the architect) were considered. Roger and Peter Fleetwood-Hesketh and John 
Summerson were actually approached but declined, Summerson writing charmingly:

Dear Byron,
I am flattered that the committee should think me worthy of this honourable post. But they are 
wrong. I make the worst secretary in the world. I know. I have tried. The one sure way of 
depleting my enthusiasm for a cause is to make me Secretary of it. I can’t help it. I’m that sort of 
person. Thank you all the same.28

On 2nd February, the Committee appointed Allan Oliver, a solicitor, to be its new Hon. 
Secretary. He survived in the post until 1943, although by the late autumn of 1938, it had 
become clear that the Group needed a full time Assistant Secretary (paid) and if possible a 
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part-time Hon. Secretary who could come into the office regularly (it was a great complaint of 
Mrs McClintock’s that Oliver was never available on the telephone, rarely came into the office, 
and she had to get important letters signed by taking them to his office in Whitehall). By the 
summer of 1938 she was nearly at breaking point, her situation exacerbated by a ‘horrid 
divorce case’ in which she was involved. Apart from routine duties, she had also to deal with 
such trivia as locating a Temperance Hotel for Mrs Arundell Esdaile when members of the 
Group visited Bath in September, 1938 (other members fended for themselves).

During the late autumn of 1938, some members of the Executive Committee appeared 
to be in favour of replacing Marjorie McClintock and several people were interviewed. The 
Committee then changed its mind (none of this was minuted), and Dewent waded in with a 
magisterial rebuke. In a confidential memorandum29 he resumed the arguments for 
reorganising the Secretariat, and what the Executive Committee had been up to. He pointed 
out that Mrs McClintock had worked long and hard for the Group and was merely ‘deficient 
in certain qualities that secretaries are usually supposed to possess, apart from which she is 
amicable’. He then soundly rebuked the Committee for wasting the Group’s money and his 
and Oliver’s time in advertising the post and interviewing people it did not intend to employ. 
Lastly he pointed out that Mrs McClintock had known what the Committee was up to 
throughout and might justifiably feel that her feelings had not been considered in the matter. 
Majorie McClintock had obviously had enough and she resigned in February, 1939. She does 
not seem to have harboured a grudge, as she acted as liaison between the Executive 
Committee and the Ball Committee which organised the Osterley Park Fete Champetre in 
July 1939, and during the war served on the Executive Committee. Her replacement was 
R. L. P. Jowitt.

1939 was a difficult year for the Group. Since Munich a sense of inertia had gripped the 
country as it waited for what most people regarded as the inevitable slide into war. Cases 
considered by the Committee reflected the situation — Wrest Park was bought by the Sun 
Insurance Company as an emergency store for its records in the event of war (they promised 
to make no alterations without consulting the Group). In Blackheath, Holly Hedge House was 
acquired by the War Office as Headquarters of the 34th London Anti-Aircraft Brigade. The 
War Office wanted to add wings to the house, and the Group secured agreement that they 
would be in a matching early 18th century style.

Robert Byron tried to join up. He was successively rejected by the Army, the Navy and 
the Royal Air Force, perhaps because of his rather forceful personality, and in 1938, in 
desperation, accepted a job with the BBC, where he was involved with propaganda before the 
setting up of the Ministry of Information. In late 1938-1939, as well as making visits to 
Germany to observe the Nazis, he spent a great deal of time pushing for legislation to list 
historic buildings. The opponents with which he had to deal included, amongst others, the 
National Trust and the Church, not to mention the Office of Works. It was hoped to amend 
the existing Ancient Monuments Act by means of an Architectural Amenities Bill, but the war 
delayed any action until the incorporation of many of his ideas into the 1944 Town and 
Country Planning Act. But in May, 1939, he resigned from the Deputy Chairmanship of the 
Group and was succeeded by Lord Gerald Wellesley (later Duke of Wellington). Derwent took 
a dim view of his action:

As for your abandonment of your post of Deputy Chairman, I can only say that I think it highly 
regrettable, & that I trust the Committee will persuade you to reconsider it.3

The Group made its own plans for war. On 23rd June, the lease on the office in Cork Street 
given by Basil lonides expired and the Group threw in its lot with the SPAB for the duration, 
moving into their new offices in 55, Great Ormond Street, WC1. In the first Annual Report in 
May, 1939, Byron had written:
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In the event of war, the Group will do its best to maintain a skeleton organisation so that in the 
period of reconstruction that must follow, there may still exist a body to speak for and watch over 
the monuments of a tradition that began with Inigo Jones and ended, after two centuries of 
invention, with Nash and his immediate successors.

Goldring was too old to fight. Byron had resigned and only Derwent remained. In August he 
wrote to Byron:

Remembering that you had strongish views about the G.G. carrying on with its work in war-time 
(at a walk instead of a gallop!), I suggest that you speak to Gerry W[ellesley]. & [A. E.] Richardson 
& all the (relative) ancients about it. In theory, I am going to the F.O. — so shall be in London (or in 
the West Country?) anyhow.

He did go into the Foreign Office and was posted to Berne in 1940. From 1942—1944 he 
served in the RAF, where he was awarded the Defence Medal, and played little part in the 
Group’s activities. He resigned as Chairman in 1945 (and was succeded by Lord Rosse), but 
stayed on the Council of the Group until his death in 1949. Byron was killed in 1941. 
Goldring, the Jons et origo of the Group, served on the Executive Committee until 1944 and 
died in 1960.

I have hardly mentioned the Group’s important cases of those pre-war years: Abingdon 
Street, the Euston Arch, Brunswick and Mecklenburgh Squares and Norfolk House, to name 
but a few. The sound and fury of the title of this article signified far from nothing so far as the 
Georgian Group’s activities were concerned. Sadly a number of the victories turned out to be 
hollow (the Euston Arch for example, saved in 1938 but demolished by order of Harold 
Macmillan in 1961), but the achievements of those early years were important in giving the 
Group credibility and (good 18th century word) ‘bottom’ in the difficult years after the War. 
In retrospect, the quarrels between the three founders were more apparent than real and 
even Goldring, in the letter of 9th July, 1937 to Byron when he complains bitterly about 
Derwent, prefaces his criticisms with praise: ‘It is a great pleasure to me to see the Georgian 
Group now firmly established, after some years of effort, & great credit is due to Lord 
Derwent to whom I put up the proposal last December, after a number of abortive efforts with 
other people’. The sound and fury of their personal disagreements meant little compared 
with the magnitude of the work they had to set out to do, and I think that, fifty years on, 
Goldring, Derwent and Byron would be proud of the success and achievements of the 
Georgian Group.

NOTES

1. Architectural Journal, no. 13, vol. 135, 31st March 1982, Georgian Group Special Issue, with 
contributions from Colin Amery, Gavin Stamp, John Martin Robinson, Dan Cruickshank, Julian 
Harrap, Jeremy Benson and Roger White. (Dr Stamp’s contribution is hereafter referred to as AJ — 
Stamp). Gavin Stamp, ‘The Foundation of the Georgian Group’, lecture given to members of the 
Group at the Linnean Society, 25th March, 1987.

2. These were very kindly made available to me by Lucy Butler, Byron’s sister, and unless otherwise 
stated, all letters quoted are in her possession (Shelfmark: White Notley Archives [WNA] IV). Lack 
of time has unfortunately made it necessary to confine myself to these letters and papers and not to 
follow up archives elsewhere.

3. Derwent did have a dry sense of humour, listing his recreation in Who’s Who in 1933 as ‘Exercising 
patience with the national climate’, and 1949 as ‘thinking the 20th century is just wonderful’. His 
lack of patience, particularly so far as Goldring was concerned, might explain why he avoided the 
national climate and spent so much time in Germany, Italy and Egypt in 1937—1939. In the winter of 
1938—1939, Derwent was involved in a debate with Astragal of the Architect’s Journal, who 
commented wrily in the issue of 9th February: ‘It has been, unfortunately, an intermittent 
argument, as Lord Derwent has been moving rapidly round Europe; and Astragal has had, as it 
were, to wait for his opponent to settle between each blow’.

4. His ship was torpedoed off the north of Scotland in February, 1941, when he was on his way to
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Meshed in North Africa on an intelligence mission. His biography is now being written by Richard 
Luckett, and will be published by Duckworth.

5. Goldring to Byron, 9th July, 1937: ‘... It'is a great pleasure to me to see the Georgian Group now 
firmly established, after some years of effort, & great credit is due to Lord Derwent to whom I put 
the proposal last December, after a number of abortive efforts with other people’.

6. Quoted in AJ - Stamp, p. 36.
7. Publicity was courted from the beginning with such headlines (in the Star, 6th June, 1937 in 

diminishing sizes of type) as: ‘Desecrated Face of London. The “Georgians” Arise to Save it. 
Campaign against “House-breaking” of Speculators and Officialdom. Famous Squares in Danger.

8. Derwent as Chairman and Byron as Deputy Chairman correspond to the positions of President and 
Chairman respectively in the Group today.

9. It turned out to be the Trustees of the British Museum, and Byron received a letter from the Editor 
of The Times in which was expressed the double-edged opinion: ‘The Editor thinks that the Trustees 
are probably as amenable to aesthetic considerations as any body of men could be’, double-edged 
given Byron’s recent published opinions of such bodies of men as ‘the leeches of Whitehall and the 
spiders of the Church,. . . the long-nosed vampires of high finance and the desperate avarice of the 
hereditary landlords’ (Robert Byron, ‘How We Celebrate the Coronation. A Word to London’s 
Visitors’, Architectural Review, May 1937, subsequently reprinted as a separate pamphlet).

10. Acworth later became Secretary of the Group, 1944-1958. The opinions of those who knew him 
suggest that he was an even more difficult man than Goldring.

11. Goldring to Byron, 15th July, 1937.
12. Acworth to Goldring, 13th July, 1937.
13. Draft letter, Goldring to Acworth, 15th July, 1937.
14. Derwent to Byron, 20th July, 1937.
15. Derwent to Byron, undated, but presumably early August, 1937 if he intended to be back at 

Hackness for the shooting.
16. Cresswell to Byron, 4th September, 1937.
17. Rosse to Byron, 5th September, 1937.
18. Cummings to Byron, 8th October, 1937.
19. Rosse to Byron, 5th September, 1937.
20. Ibid.
21. Cresswell to Byron, 26th October, 1937.
22. Several letters of support were kept by Byron, and one of forthright disagreement, from an M. 

Harding, 10th January, 1938, which still strikes a topical note:
Dear Sir,
May I suggest before you broadcast again in favour of the preservation of Georgian Houses in 
Brunswick Square, or elsewhere, that you live in one of them.
I have had the unfortunate experience and the discomfiture of living in three of the Georgian 
Houses actually in Brunswick Square. They are all infested with mice (often with rats), their kitchens 
are situated in the basement and consequently damp and over-run with beetles etc., their windows 
continually rattle, the bathrooms and the facilities provided are extremely poor owing to the 
arrangement for the supply of the hot water being absolutely inadequate. All these defects obviously 
have a detrimental effect on the health of the occupants and yet you uphold the preservation of such 
unwholesome places when the nation, we are given to understand, is crying out for fitness.
The modern generation may be ignorant with regard to any special structural or decorative feature 
for preserving these buildings but in the opinion of many, cleanliness, sunlight, hygenic living 
conditions, comfort and warmth in a modern concrete building, is definitely preferred to the filth, 
vermin and discomfort one gets in an old type of house. Moreover, with the progress of modern 
times surely you must appreciate changes have come about in all industries in proportion to present 
day needs.

23. Derwent to Byron, 19th September, 1937.
24. Harrod to Byron, 9th November, 1937.
25. The Minutes of the meeting on the 22nd record: ‘Mr Palmer said that he had received a letter from 

Mr Goldring stating that he had no intention of retiring. Lord Rosse said it would be difficult for 
him to continue as Hon. Secretary after the letters he had written to the Chairmen of the SPAB 
[Lord Esher] and the Georgian Group [Lord Derwent]’. I do not know what Goldring wrote.

26. He was given life membership and a place on the Executive Committee in compensation.
27. Derwent to Byron, 1st January, 1938.
28. Summerson to Byron, 10th January, 1938.
29. Confidential memorandum from Derwent to all members of the Executive Committee, December, 

1938.
30. Derwent to Byron, 8th May, 1939.


