
‘The interior is one of the most impressive in Leeds’: Castle Grove, Moor Road, 
Headingley 

The quotation above is taken from ‘Pevsner’s Architectural Guide, Leeds’ (2005), and even if you are not 
an admirer of Victorian haut bourgeois taste, you cannot help feeling impressed when you first step into 
Castle Grove’s opulent interior. No one would have been more amazed than the builder of the ‘first’ 
Castle Grove, Samuel Holmes (1791-1869), a linen draper, latterly linen merchant, and a stalwart 
Methodist. In 1831 he bought three building plots from the managers of Headingley Moor Enclosure 
who had decided to sell immediately a third of the Moor’s 130 acres to defray the costs of the 
Enclosure. Holmes paid £309 for his purchase; a bargain compared with land prices in the 
fashionable Headingley Hill south of Headingley village.  

 

Situated in what was virtually wasteland, it 
was here that the linen draper built the first 
Castle Grove, an austere three-bay stone 
house with three good ground floor rooms, a 
dining room and sitting room either side of the 
front entrance, and a living room and kitchen 
to the rear, with three bedrooms above. 
Perched above the Meanwood Valley, rather 
more impressive were the views over the valley 
and Castle Grove’s extensive grounds which 
flanked each side of the house, bisected by a 
sweeping carriage way that led down to the 
junction of what was to become Moor Road 
and Cottage Road. Here sometime after 1861 
a lodge house was added and two years later, 
to the west, a second house was erected in the 
grounds which can still be seen. West Grove 
(now called Westfield) was designed by Samuel 
Jackson, a Bradford architect. It was here that 
Samuel Holmes and his wife moved when 
Castle Grove was sold in 1865 to Joseph 
Conyers (1824-1893), a wealthy tanner and 
boot manufacturer who set about extending 
and embellishing his new home. 

Conyers added two wings to either side of the 
house slightly set back from the original façade 
which was enhanced by the addition of bay 
windows and a Tuscan porch. By 1891 
Conyers had moved to Harrogate and Castle 
Grove was briefly occupied by William Lomas 
Joy (1829-1903), a member of the famous 
Leeds family of oil seed crushers. In 1894, he 
sold the house to John Kirk for £8,000.  

The house we see today is very much the work 
of John Kirk (1835-1908) who was 
approaching sixty years old when he bought 
Castle Grove. Time, one would think, to 
consider downsizing. Instead, he set about 
radically transforming the house. His reasons 
for doing this I find puzzling for they seem to 
fly in the face of his character and values.  

John Kirk had been born in modest 
circumstances in Woodhouse. His father 
Samuel was a dyer and stover (bleacher) with 
works at Woodhouse Carr – specifically an 
area called New Huddersfield, though this 
name seems to have disappeared a long ago. 
John was educated at Nether Green School on 
Cliff Road, and later attended the Ripon 
Board of Education’s Collegiate and 
Commercial School in Queen Square (10 
guineas a term). By 1851 Samuel Kirk 
employed ten men. A decade later this had 
increased to 24 men and four boys. The 
business must have grown exponentially over 
the next twenty years because by the time of 
his father’s death in 1882 (he left £78,000), the 
firm had 250 employees.  

Residential mobility followed in the wake of 
improving financial circumstances, though 
interestingly, the Kirks never moved far from 
their business just north of St Mark’s Road in 
Woodhouse Carr. In 1851 they were living in 
Tolson Row, close to their dyehouse. Ten 
years later the family home was at Hyde Park 
corner. When John Kirk married in 1863, the 



couple went to live at 17, Hyde Park Road 
and in 1875, they moved to 1, Buckingham 
Villas, one of a pair of large Gothic semis, now 
listed, and set back from Headingly Lane. 

After twenty years at Buckingham villas and 
now with grown up sons, John Kirk moved 
away from the vicinity of Woodhouse to Far 
Headingley and between 1894-96 virtually 
rebuilt Castle Grove. All that remains of the 
earlier house are the two front bay windows, 
sections of kitchen and cellar walls and part of 
the stable block.  

Kirk’s architect was Edward Butler Wilson 
(1859-1942). The relationship between clients 
and their architects is highly variable and not 
always very visible. Despite the lack of 
documentation, several aspects of Butler 
Wilson’s life throw light on his architectural 
career. He came from a dynasty of north 
Leeds craftsmen associated with the building 
trade. Both his father and grandfather were 
skilled ornamental plasterers, and his father, 
James began to practise as an architect late in 
life. But his son’s life was very different from 
that of John Kirk.  

Edward Butler Wilson was educated at the 
prestigious Leeds Grammar School and 
following studies at the Leeds Art College and 
the Architectural Association in London, he 
travelled widely in Europe. Setting up as 
architect in Leeds in 1884 at the early age of 
25, he developed two specialisms: Methodist 
chapels (including work at Headingley 
Methodists), and the design of large domestic 
residences. Only three years after establishing 
his own practice in Leeds in 1884, he opened a 
second office in Harrogate. He lived there for 
several years. I feel sure that Butler Wilson was 
chosen by Kirk to be the architect for the new 
Castle Grove because he was aware of the 
ambitious alterations the architect had already 
undertaken in 1892 at nearby Wheatfield 
Lodge for Joseph Nicholson, the chemical 
manufacturer. How far Butler Wilson had a 
free hand in both projects is impossible to say, 

but there are some similarities between the two 
designs and of course, an important element in 
any architect’s skills set is shaping the 
preferences of the clients. 

Castle Grove after 1896: The Exterior 

After 1896 the length of the Castle Grove 
frontage was almost doubled and the addition 
of more parapets and urns enhanced the 
house’s Italianate appearance, though its 
symmetrical character (the hallmark of 
classicism) had been lost: on the south 
elevation, Butler Wilson added a semi-circular 
apse with its own parapet (once the billiard 
room and now the bar), and less successfully in 
my view, a large dome over the staircase was 
clumsily positioned to the north-west.  

Interior of Castle Grove 

If the exterior of Castle Grove is rather 
lacklustre, inside, you enter a ravishing 
spectacle of High Victorian taste. The interior 
decoration however is far from uniform, as 
rough guide, rooms to be occupied by ladies 
reflect the lighter, French taste of the 
eighteenth century, whilst male spaces are 
darker and more robust, embodying by 
Jacobean designs and motifs imported into 
England from Renaissance Flanders.  

The central hall, known as ‘the salon’, is the 
showpiece of Castle Grove. No ordinary 
circulation space, it is an exercise in French 
baroque architecture filtered through 
Victorian notions of magnificence and clearly 
intended to impress. Two storeys tall with 
expensive dark green marble pillars and 
pilasters with gilded Ionic capitals supporting a 
carved mahogany entablature. Set above is a 
round-arched open arcade punctuated by 
plaster Herms (heads and torsos associated 
with good fortune) crowned by decorative 
cornice. Butler Wilson’s family connection 
with the art of plaster work is manifested 
throughout Castle Grove. Here the segmental 
coffered ceiling is filled with rosettes which also 
re-appear in the dome. The monumental 



marble fireplace on the east wall was originally 
even more spectacular: it was framed by 
nearly life-sized Atlantes supporting an 
elaborate overmantel. At some point these 
were removed – was it the naked male bodies 
that shocked? Perhaps surprisingly many of 
the fireplaces survive (including some in what 
were previously bedrooms) and they all repay 
examination. As I remarked previously, it 
appears to me that the staircase represents a 
lost opportunity to impress, despite its 
prodigious size with an extremely broad 
banister rail and thick balusters. The dome 
above the staircase above for some reason has 
empty pendentives but the oculus windows are 
framed by copious plaster garlands. Despite 
these misgivings, visitors should climb the 
stairs for the views of the salon below.  

An Architectural Enigma 

What kind of socio-cultural world does the 
refurbished Castle Grove represent? Visual 
evidence might suggest over-stated 
extravagance, mis-placed social climbing and 
nouveau-riche sensibility? The palatial qualities 
of some of the rooms recall ‘public places’ 
rather than a middle-class domestic space. The 
salon has reminded some visitors of London 
gentleman’s clubs, such as the Reform Club, 
but this was designed by Sir Charles Barry 
much earlier in the 1840s. Certainly the 
house’s size and swagger hints that Castle 
Grove was used for lavish entertaining but 
there are no accounts in the local newspapers 
of balls and other celebrations.  

The evidence we have of John Kirk’s 
character and values doesn’t endorse any 
colourful life-style. The Yorkshire Post’s obituary 
described him as ‘a man of quiet tastes.’ An active 
Conservative in Headingley, he was not 
however a public figure because he heartily 
disliked appearing in public, preferring 
backroom political roles. In 1891 he was 
elected to the Board of Guardians for 
Headingley and became Board chairman in 
1893. Outside of his business interests, Kirk 

was a stalwart Anglican and active in a range 
of philanthropic organisations such as the 
Leeds, Skyrack and Morley Savings Bank, 
Leeds Tradesman and Benevolent Society and 
a host of the town’s local medical charities. It 
also worth noting that in 1900 he presented 
the City Art Gallery with Atkinson 
Grimshaw’s ‘Reflections of The Thames at 
Westminster’.  

I am afraid therefore that I must leave readers 
with this conundrum: what we know about 
John Kirk doesn’t concur with the impressions 
created by his house.  

Around 1900, John Kirk retired – his wife had 
died the previous year, and in the last few 
years of the 1990s he had successfully steered 
his business through the cartelisation of the 
Bradford Dyers Association. His firm was a 
leading member of the cartel and Kirk himself 
was its chairman in 1899. In 1900 he was 
appointed as a magistrate. He died at Castle 
Grove in 1908 and following a service at St 
Chad’s, was buried at Lawnswood. There are 
stained glass windows to both himself and his 
wife in St Chad’s and St Augustine’s 
Wrangthorn. He left £323,389.  

Following his death Castle Grove remained 
empty for 12 years but in 1920 it was bought 
by Edward Walter Bain, a surgeon at the LGI, 
for £7,770. Ten years later it was acquired by 
Marshall Clegg, a wallpaper manufacturer. By 
the 1930s Castle Grove must have appeared 
very old-fashioned, as well as being expensive 
to maintain. After 4 years Clegg sold the 
property to Pickards, the builders, who had no 
interest in the house but wanted the land to 
build suburban semi-detached houses. The 
neighbouring Moor House, once owned the 
Tetleys, had already been demolished for 
housing. What saved Castle Grove was that a 
group of local masonic lodges were looking for 
new premises and they paid Pickards £2,500 
for the house (£138,000 in 2024).  

   


