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Ford Place in the 1930s:
An Essex Country House and its Occupants

Kevin Diver

f all the notable buildings in Thurrock there are generally a great

number of images — photographs, illustrations or engravings,
which can be easily found in the numerous local history books. But
this doesn’t seem to be the case with Ford Place, a country manor
house situated on Stifford Hill, within the borders of North Stifford
and South Ockendon. The only well-known and regularly used image
is the one shown below, which features on a Thurrock Museum
postcard. I don’t recall seeing many others, despite spending many
hours trawling through the museum’s extensive archive. The reason
for this lack of images is curious, as the house has a rich history and
it deserves to be better known. So when | heard about an archive of
photographs depicting Ford Place and some of its residents, dating
from the 1930s, | thought this was too good an opportunity to miss.

The ubiquitous image of Ford Place as depicted on a Thurrock
Museum postcard from the 1970s or 1980s
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Ford Place was originally constructed ¢1590 and once known as The
Hobby’s, or Hobbys at Ford. It has undergone numerous alterations
and extensions, most notably in the mid-17" and mid-18™ century
when its original H-shaped plan changed to an L-shaped design. In
the late 17™ Century it was the home of James Silverlocke, Lord of
the Stifford Manor. But it is best known for the disastrous fire in 1987,
which destroyed much of the interior and left it an uninhabited shell.
Despite this, the house is currently listed as Grade 112,

Stifford Bridge, showing a side view of Ford Place on the horizon.
From an original drawing by Fanny Palin c1870

The collection of photos, many of which you will see in this article,
belongs to Angela Wilmott (nee Roberts) who has also kindly
supplied a wealth of information about the people shown. Her late
aunt, Blanche Roberts, was a governess for a wealthy society family
called the Cleveland-Stevens in the early 1930s. Blanche took most
of the photographs herself, but does feature in two of them. Angela

1 Prior to the fire of 1987 Ford Place was listed as Grade |
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tells me the Cleveland-Stevens were descended from the famous
Strauss family of musicians.?

The Cleveland-Stevens had property in two of London’s exclusive
areas: Mayfair and Westminster’s Portman Square. Ford Place was
their country retreat, but they also had a house on Canvey lIsland.
They travelled in style to their Essex residences in a small fleet of
yachts, including the Steam Yacht Elfrida, shown in the photo below.
Records show that Elfrida was built in 1882, in Leith, and was in the
ownership of the Cleveland-Stevens family from ¢1930-35.3

The Steam Yacht Elfrida, owned by the Cleveland-Stevens
family. Shown here off Tilbury c1932

2 While the Strauss name does appear in my genealogy searches for
this family (Robert’s mother’s maiden name was Strauss), I have been
unable to prove the link to either the famous Austrian Strauss musical
dynasty, or the German composer Richard Strauss

3 According to records held at Mersea Museum, the family also
owned two other sailing vessels, all of which were registered at
Cowes, Isle of Wight and which overwintered at Brightlingsea,
Essex.
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Robert Cleveland-Stevens, next to Blanche Roberts, Captain
Carter of the Elfrida and an unidentified family member

The side elevation of Ford Place, showing the distinctive Dutch
style gables. One of these has an inscription bearing the date
1655, a coat of arms and the initials ‘RS’
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A different view of the Dutch gables from the north-east. The
site of the front entrance, before the remodelling of the mid-
eighteenth century
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The east elevation and modern front entrance to Ford Place,
showing lawn tennis court in foreground
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Robert Cleveland-Stevens, with pet dog and an unidentified
adult in the background

The young boy who features in many of these photographs is Robert
Cleveland-Stevens. His birth certificate shows he was born in 1919,
so he is probably depicted at the age of eleven or twelve. During his
teenage years he developed an interest in pacifism; which is hardly
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surprising for someone born less than a year after the armistice and
who would have seen the effects of war on members of his own
family. When war broke out he declared himself as a conscientious
objector. However, he soon changed his mind, announcing ‘‘the
purpose of a pacifist is to prevent war, but it was too late for that and
| decided to join the most efficient, civilised, and agreeable of
Regiments which, by all accounts, was the Welsh Guards’. He was
commissioned into the rank of captain and saw service in France and
Belgium, but is particularly notable for his claim to have been
commanding the first tank to enter and liberate Brussels from German
occupation in September 1944.% It has also been stated that he was
involved in the fastest armoured advance in history (97 miles in 14
hours). Within his regiment he was generally known as Bobby.

Captain Robert ‘Bobby’ Cleveland-Stevens, in Welsh Guards
uniform during The Second World War.

4 The Guards Magazine obituary writer Paul de Zulueta (formerly
Welsh Guards), states that other Welsh Guards officers have made
this claim, but ‘in Bobby’s case it may well have been true’.
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Rex Whistler, Self-Portrait, in Welsh Guards uniform. May
1940. Image credit National Army Museum

During his wartime service, Bobby developed a strong bond with fellow
troop commander, the noted artist Rex Whistler. During the Normandy
campaign, Rex was tragically killed by a mortar shell in full view of
Bobby. . Bobby was also hit by a mortar shell and his injuries were so
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serious that he spent the remainder of the war in a French hospital. In
recognition of his courage in the face of adversity, the French State
awarded Bobby the Légion d’Honneur, which is their highest decoration
for acts of civil or military merit. Bobby’s prized possession was a
painting of his gun, by Rex, entitled ‘Phoenix Rising from the Ashes’.’

Bobby was demabilised in 1946, when he returned to Oxford to complete
his law degree and qualify as a barrister. Although well-suited to this
career, he didn’t continue with it for very long and started up a
manufacturing business supplying decorative trays to Harrods. He split his
time between London’s Sloane Square and France, where he lived with his
long-term partner Pieter, who had been a member of the Dutch Resistance.
Pieter died in 2002, but Bobby was well looked after in his old age by his
doting nieces, before he died in 2019, a few months short of his 100™
birthday. A truly remarkable individual, who deserves to be remembered.

The Cleveland-Stevens family, who were probably tenants rather than
owners, left Ford Place sometime between the late 1930s and the mid-
1940s. It was then acquired by Humphrey Vellacott, who eventually turned
the house into multiple flats. The acclaimed architectural historian
Nikolaus Pevsner visited the house in the early 1950s and described it as
‘an excellent house’ having ‘an extremely rich late 17" Century plaster
ceiling’, which is shown in the photo below.

Ford Place is currently up for sale, and it seems there have been various
attempts to sell it for restoration or conversion to either a private school or
hotel; but so far none of these plans have been successful. The house still
retains much of its exterior brickwork, but the roofs and floors have gone,
as have the decorative interiors. It still stands in 5 acres of attractive
grounds, so hopefully one day it will be restored back to something like its
former glory. Angela has seen an early draft of this article, and although
her aunt Blanche has now sadly passed away, she thinks her aunt would be

5 The whereabouts of this painting are unknown and no images seem
to be available
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pleased | have been able to shed some more light onto the Cleveland-
Stevens family and the role she played in their lives.

Late 17" century plaster ceiling within the ground floor south-
west room and once admired by Pevsner

Sources:

The Monuments of South East Essex (R.C.H.M.)
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Stifford and the Neighbourhood (by Rev. W. Palin)

The Buildings of England, Essex (by N. Pevsner)

The Idyll in the Middle: North Stifford Village (by J. & C. Cowin)
The Guards Magazine Obituaries

The Time Obituaries

BHO British History Online (website)

Thurrock Local History Society (website)

The Mersea Museum (website)
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