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QUAKERS


The Religious Society of Friends (Quakers) is a Christian religious denomination founded 
by George Fox in the mid 17th century. 

 
Their key beliefs include the idea that each individual can experience inner light or the 
voice of God without needing a priest or reading the Bible. Early Quakers also believed 
there was no need for churches, rituals, holy days or sacraments to practise their religion. 
The Society of Friends began in Chatteris in around 1703 with their own meeting house 
established by 1757. The Quaker Meeting House still stands in what is now Ash Grove but 
is threatened with future demolition. 

EARLY LIFE AND FAMILY HISTORY


William Henry Clarke was born in Chatteris in 1847 the second son of Quakers William Clarke 
and his wife Mary Ann Bleckly.  

The parish records show that the Clarke family were living in Chatteris from the early 1600s 
and were listed as carpenters for several generations.  

William Henry’s grandfather Robert Clarke was born in 1784 and married Mary Ross in 1809, 
they had seven children, William the eldest (William Henry’s father)1810 followed by Anne, 
John, Joseph, George, Emma and Alfred.    

Mary was the daughter of Chatteris farmer John Ross and his wife Margaret Ruston. 
Her brother John Ross was born in 1787 and he married a widow Caroline Bateman in 1823. 
Caroline Bateman nee Bleckly was born in 1779 in Norfolk, she moved to Chatteris after her 
marriage in 1810 to local draper William Bateman. The Bleckley family were long established 
Quakers, woollen merchants and drapers and through marriage they were related to the 
prominent Gurney family who were Quaker Bankers in Norwich

Chatteris Quaker Meeting House



The Gurney, Birkbeck and Peckover Bank  

The Gurney family of Norwich were wool merchants and brewers. In 1775 brothers John 
and Henry Gurney founded Gurneys bank. They went on to establish a number of 
banking partnerships across East Anglia. In 1838 they were described as “exercising an 
influence and a power inferior to that of no banking establishment in Great Britain, that 
of the Bank of England alone excepted.”  

The Birkbeck family were Yorkshire based wool merchants. Henry Birkbeck, whose 
mother was a Gurney, established the Birkbeck bank.  

Jonathan Peckover was a grocer in Wisbech, as a Quaker he was respected for his 
moral principles and honesty and he began to hold customers money for safekeeping. 
This was the origin of the Peckover Bank which formed a partnership with Gurneys bank 
in 1782. 

 
In 1795 a branch of the Gurney, Birkbeck and Peckover bank opened in Chatteris. 
The Gurneys were connected to another banking family Barclays through their shared 
Quaker tradition and intermarriage. In 1896, 20 private banks joined together to form 
Barclay and Company Ltd. 

William Bateman and his father John were Chatteris Quakers and worked as drapers in the 
northern end of the High Street towards the end of the 18th and early 19th century. The 
premises had been a Grocer Draper and Chandlers shop since at least 1740. 

In the 1809 Enclosure Survey, John Bateman owned land and several properties in Chatteris 
including the Quaker Meeting House and adjacent property.  

It is likely that the Bateman’s business included acting as bank agents for the Gurney, Birkbeck 
and Peckover Bank.  

William’s niece Mary Bateman married the famous Quaker and philanthropist Potto Brown from 
Houghton, Huntingdonshire in 1822. 

John Bateman died in 1815 and his son William four years later in 1819. After nine years of 
marriage Caroline was left a widow and continued to run the shop and bank agency. Although 
highly unusual for a woman to act as a bank agent at that time, there is a long history of 
independent and progressive women in the Quaker Society of Friends.  
In 1823 the widowed Caroline married local farmer John Ross. 



Norwich Union was founded in 1797 when 36-year-old 
merchant and banker Thomas Bignold formed the 
"Norwich Union Society for the Insurance of Houses, 
Stock and Merchandise from Fire", a mutual society 
owned by the policyholders who received a share of the 
profits. This in turn became known as the Norwich Union 
Fire Insurance Office. 

In common with many insurance companies against fire 
loss, they operated their own fire brigades to protect 
(only) the society's policyholders whose buildings were 
identified by fire insurance marks or plaques.
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FAMILY BUSINESS 

By 1830 John Ross is listed as a grocer, tea dealer, linen and woollen draper in Piggots Trade 
Directory for Chatteris. He also acted as bank agent for the Gurney, Birkbeck and Peckover 
Bank. 
  
As the male head of the household John Ross was listed in the trade directory, however, it was 
likely that Caroline was responsible for the day to day management of the shop and bank 
agency. In the late 1960s Maurice Kidd recorded an interview for Chatteris Museum with 
Gladys and Olive Clarke, great great nieces of John and Caroline Ross. They recalled that 
Caroline, referred to as ‘Aunt Ross’, needed help in the shop and bank so her niece Mary Ann 
Bleckly came down from her home in York to assist. Mary Ann was the daughter of William 
Bleckly, Caroline’s brother, a Quaker woollen draper.  

Through the 1830s the business flourished and in addition they became agents for the 
Norwich Union Fire and Life Insurance Company. 

In 1841 Mary Ann Bleckly married William Clarke and settled in Chatteris. They had nine 
children, Emily, Arthur, William Henry, Helen, Herbert, Gertrude, Frank, Clara and Albert.  
The family were prominent Quakers and the children attended private Quaker schools. William 
Henry attended Lindow Grove School, Alderley Edge, Cheshire. 

The Ross and Clarke families joined together to run the family business. In Kellys Trade 
Directory of 1851 they were listed as Ross and Clarke, linen and woollen drapers, grocers, 
tallow chandlers and agents for Ransome’s patent ploughs. John Ross was still listed as agent 
for Gurneys Bank and Norwich Union Insurance.



 John Ross 1787-1863

Grove House and garden. 

John Ross lived there in the 

1850s and 1860s.

An upper storey was added in 

1885



The census of 1851 shows them employing a journeyman* draper and a journeyman 
grocer, an apprentice and 2 house servants. William and his family lived adjacent to the 
shop in Fern Bank House and during the 1850s and 1860s John Ross and Caroline lived at 
Grove House. 

*a journeyman is someone skilled in a given trade having successfully completed an 
apprenticeship.

A section of the 1888 OS map of Chatteris

View of Grove House in the foreground with Fern Bank House and shop to 
the right of the picture.



Rear view of Shop (centre) and bank premises (left). Gable end of Bank 
House on far left.

Rear yard of property with the Clarke children.



 

In 1853 the Ross Clarke partnership was dissolved as John Ross retired. 
In 1857 William Clarke was appointed agent for Gurneys bank, as an agent he 
employed his own workforce including his sons Arthur, William Henry and Frank 
as clerks. 

Caroline Ross died in 1858 and her husband John Ross in 1863. 

The Clarke family continued to prosper though the 1860s and 1870s but by the 
1880s banking was their main concern and the drapers shop was run by the 
Booker family. The Bank operated from a small part of the building next to the 
drapers shop and William moved into the adjacent North Bank House as his 
residence. 

Fern Bank House 

High Street with railings 
at front of Grove House 
in foreground with Fern 
Bank House, the shop 
and North Bank House 
farther along the street.



The shop premises continued as a drapers with Frank Aukland taking over from the Booker 
family sometime in the 1890s. By the beginning of the 20th century the shop changed to a 
house furnishing business run by cabinet maker Robert Cooper and later became Arthur 
Mason’s furniture shop. 

Masons Furniture shop 

Mr and Mrs Mason with Reg Setchfield

North Bank House with Masons furniture shop.

Masons was later demolished when Ash Grove was created.



 

Photo taken at the rear of the Shop in the High Street 
thought to be the wife and children of William Clarke.

WILLIAM HENRY’S SIBLINGS 

Emily born in 1843 died in 1852 at 9 years old. 

Arthur, the eldest son born in 1845, married Rebecca Oldrid from Lincolnshire and 
became manager of Barclays Bank in Wisbech. He died in 1915. 

Helen Maria died in infancy in 1850. 

Herbert born in 1852, married Agnes Hofland from London and worked as a commercial 
clerk in the city. He was a devout Quaker and published 4 volumes of poetry. He died at 
a religious retreat in York in 1912. 

Gertrude born in 1854 remained a spinster living with her father until his death. In 1911 
she lived as housekeeper to her brother William Henry. She died in Hove in Sussex in 
1940. 

Frank born in 1856, married Mary Brooks from Chatteris and worked as a bank clerk for 
his father and then his brother William Henry. He was also a keen poet publishing a 
collection of poems. He lived in Fern Bank House in the High Street until his death in 
1907. His daughters Olive and Gladys were recorded giving their reminiscences to 
Chatteris Museum in the late 1960s. 

Clara Maria born in 1859 remained a spinster and after her father’s death she moved 
away to work as a secretary. She lived out her final years near to her sister Gertrude in 
Hove Sussex and died in 1944. 

Albert born in 1861, became a ship’s Surgeon on the SS Tourmaline and later settled as 
a doctor in Devon. He married Mary Litchfield from Oxfordshire in 1887 and died in 
Devon in 1912. 



 

 

 

Thelema (They-LEE-mah) is a 
Greek word meaning "will" or 
“intention”, it was used in early 
Christian writing to mean the will 
of God. In the early 1900s 
Aleister Crowley, a writer, 
controversial occultist and mystic, 
established a new religious order 
called Thelema. 

ADULT LIFE 

After his education at Lindow Grove School William Henry lived at home and worked for his 
father as a bank clerk.  

In 1875 he married Helen Florence Smith the daughter of Chatteris farmer John Smith. Her 
grandfather was John Carrington Dunn the nephew of William Dunn Gardner of Chatteris.  
After his marriage to Helen, he lived in New Street (New Road) and in 1881 was listed as a 
public accountant. By the late 1880s he was working as a land agent for the Peckover family 
in Wisbech. 

In 1882 he bought a house in Park Street from his brother in law Dr Roland Dunn Smith, it 
had previously been occupied by Dr Martin O’Connor and his family. William Henry renamed 
the property Thelema House. 

Thelema House Park Street

Rear of Thelema House



 

In 1894 William Clarke died and his son William Henry was appointed agent for Gurneys 
Bank employing his brother Frank as bank clerk. 

In 1920 William Henry and his family moved across Park Street to Westwood House 
where he lived until his death. Westwood House later became a girls school and has since 
been demolished and is now the site of Gethin, Archer and Ward Solicitors.

Westwood House

William Henry and Helen had 5 children. 

Edith Mary born in 1875 became a nurse and lived in her later years with her sister Winifred 
and died a spinster in 1950  

Winifred born in 1876 and lived with her sister in her later years in Bournemouth and died a 
spinster in 1944 

Geoffrey Clarke born in 1877. After serving as a Royal Army Medical Corps medical officer in 
the Great War he married Mary Towers in 1922 and continued to practise as a doctor. He 
died in Salisbury in 1959. 

Clive Carrington Clarke was born in 1882 and married Lucy Much Cooke in 1907. They lived 
in St.Ives Huntingdonshire where he was a coal merchant. 

Kenneth Bleckly Clarke was born in 1889 and like his brother became a doctor. He served in 
the RAMC in the Great War and married Dorothy Hasluck in 1914. After the war he 
continued as a doctor in Dorset. He died in 1972. 



Barclays Bank

BARCLAYS BANK


In 1895 Gurneys Bank purchased Thelema House from William Henry Clarke for £1000, 
he was allowed to live rent free as long as he was employed by the bank. Gurneys Bank 
then relocated from the High Street to the annexe (right of photo) attached to Thelema 
House. Shortly afterwards in 1896 Barclay and Company was formed from the 
amalgamation of the other banks.



  

 

 

William Henry became manager of Barclays Bank and his brother Frank continued as clerk 
assisted by JC Bland who was sent from Wisbech to assist.  

Chatteris Headmaster A.J. Kidd recalled seeing Frank lock up the bank before 1 o’clock and 
walk up as far as the church keeping an eye on the bank door in case a customer turned up. 
When the church clock struck one he would proceed to his old house in the High Street. 

In 1906 Frank died and Ernest Sutherell was sent from Wisbech to be clerk. When the 
weather was fine he cycled the 19 miles each way only using the train in inclement 
weather. 

In 1920, after William Henry bought Westwood House, the bank moved into Thelema 
house and by 1923 Chatteris became a full branch of Barclays Bank, which was in 
operation until 2019.



PUBLIC ACHIEVEMENTS  

In 1889 William Henry was elected as an Alderman of the Isle of Ely and in 1895 appointed 
a senior magistrate, he later became Deputy Lieutenant for Cambridgeshire. 

He was very active in local organisations particularly the Nursing Association and the 
Chatteris Infant Welfare Centre. He was director of the Gas and Coke Company in Chatteris, 
a commissioner of taxes, commissioner on local drainage bodies and a Chatteris school 
manager.  

William Henry was a prominent Liberal and was well acquainted with Neil Primrose, Liberal 
MP for the Isle of Ely, the son of Lord Rosebery and Hannah de Rothschild.  

The Hon. Neil Primrose MP (centre) William Henry Clarke (right) and 
his brother Arthur Clarke (left)

In 1914 he was given a knighthood in recognition of his services to public duty and the Liberal 
Party in the Isle of Ely. 

William’s wife Lady Helen Florence Clarke died in a Cambridge nursing home in 1926.  

Sir William Henry Clarke died in 1930 at the age of 83. 



William Henry wearing his Quakers hat 
with its characteristic broad brim. The hat 
was especially made for him by Scotts Ltd  
of Piccadilly on the instructions of Lord 
Roseberry. It was presented to William 
Henry by James de Rothschild after the 
General Election of 1910 in recognition for 
his work as Honorary Secretary for the Isle 
of Ely Liberal Association.  

The hat was apparently only worn once 
when he received his knighthood in 1914. 

The hat is in Chatteris Museum.

Obituary for Sir William Henry Clarke 

from the Peterborough and Hunts Standard 

15th August 1930



Obituary continued

Sue Spooner

Chatteris Museum 

March 2021


