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  Girl at an All Boys’ Grammar School 

(A note on the life of Helen Louisa Taylor) 

An examination of the papers of the Old Derbeian Society’s former Secretary Frederick Soresby Ogden 
(1887-1950) brought to light a curious bit of history that had long been forgotten and which ought now to be 
celebrated. Ogden, the guardian and preserver of this remarkable story, was a pupil at Derby School from 
1901 to 1905 under the headship of Percy K Tollit (1898-1906) and according to The Derbeian, was a keen 
participant in the School’s dramatic productions. He went on to qualify as a chartered surveyor – but his 
principal achievement was to serve as secretary for the Old Derbeian Society for the unprecedented period 
of 31 years, from 1919 to 1950. 

Now forgotten by all but the most rigorous cognoscenti of all things re Scola Derbeiensis, Ogden kept 
amongst his papers a letter dated 14th December 1926 from a certain Helen Louisa Taylor, in which she 
revealed that from 1858 to 1864 she had in fact been a pupil at Derby School. This peculiar circumstance is 
indeed confirmed by turning to the pages of Tacchella’s “Register” where on page (50) is listed the following 
information: 

“TAYLOR, Miss Helen Louise (1858), b. 20 Jan 1850. Daughter of George Taylor Silk Manufacturer of Derby.” 
Then follows a list of the many prizes she won at school and the titles and dates of her many publications in 
later life as an authoress – of which, more later. Her address is given as 284 Uttoxeter New Road, Derby. 
Ogden added in pencil to his own copy of Tacchella: “Elected Honorary Member of the OD Society – Dec 
1926,” and also added the dates 1858 – 1864 when she was a member of the school. 

The Taylor family came originally from the Ockbrook area and her grandfather William became the 
owner of the Derby Silk Mill during the famous “lock out” of 1833. Although also owning a silk 
ribbon mill at Breaston and employing a total of 47 men, 12 boys, 83 women and 41 girls, the 
family’s fortunes declined and William’s son George proved un-successful as a business man and 
became bankrupt after a series of unfortunate deals with textile machinery which led to an early 
death in 1858 aged only 34. For a time, Helen’s mother Julia (nee Towle) had to run what remained 
of the business and apparently did so with competence at a time when female entrepreneurs were 
rare. The Taylors managed to avoid complete financial disaster and acquired a house during the 
1870s, “Woodside,” on Uttoxeter New Road, which still exists, and stands opposite the future site 
of Bemrose School, erected in 1928. 
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The census records show that in 1861 Helen’s mother Julia (widow aged 31) was the head of the family and 
described as a silk manufacturer. Helen her only daughter was 11 years old and “a scholar.” She had two 
younger brothers, George William aged 6 and Edward Ernest aged 5, both then living at home with a female 
domestic servant.  

Julia and Helen are described in 1871 as “Share Holders” which would seem to indicate that they received an 
income from the family business, though by 1881 Julia is described as having no occupation whilst her 
daughter Helen’s occupation is that of “Authoress (Magazine Articles)” Her elder brother George is an 
“Assistant Curator at Derby Museum” while Edward is “Principal of St. Margaret’s School, Derby.” Ten years 
later at the age of 51 she is head of the family and a “Literary Magazine Author” and her brother Edward 
aged 45 a private schoolmaster. By now George had left home and emigrated to British Columbia where he 
died in 1912 aged 62 and their mother Julia had died in 1901 aged 72. 

 The two siblings were still in residence at the time of the last census in 1911, still living at “Woodside”284 
Uttoxeter New Road, a building with a total of 9 rooms, where Helen is shown as being dependent on 
“Private Means” and her similarly unmarried brother Edward is now a librarian.  Overall, these census 
sources reveal a moderately prosperous middle-class family living at the same address for a period of 50 
years and it was here that Helen lived continuously until her death in 1929. Probate was granted to her 
solicitor Reginald William Sale and a relative Alfred James Towle Taylor and her effects were valued at 
£6931, a not inconsiderable sum by the standards of the day and worth around £400.000 in today’s money. 

Her attendance Derby School is difficult to explain, and as far as is known, she is the only female pupil ever 
to have been a member of what had always been a boys’ only school - until 1973 and comprehensivisation.  
Tacchella informs us that she entered the school in 1858 and that her brothers did likewise in 1865, the year 
after she left in 1864. Another un-named brother appears in 1871, and all are listed with the same father, 
George Taylor, silk manufacturer. Helen’s name does not appear in any of the registers of headmasters 
Thomas Leary (1859-1865) or Walter Clark (1865-1889). As she entered the school in 1858, she must have 
been a pupil under John Hudson (1843-1858), the headmaster at the time the school was still at St. Peter’s 
churchyard, for Thomas Leary’s headship began in January 1859. Indeed, her later correspondence refers to 
memories of the old school, before the move to St. Helen’s House.  She therefore lived through an important 
period of change in the history of the school.  
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The letter reads: 

“My Dear Fred, Many thanks for your letter. I shall be very glad to have my name added to your list of old 
Derbeians. I have many pleasant recollections of my school-days in the old school in St. Peter’s churchyard, 
and afterwards at St. Helen’s. I entered in 1859, and I believe I left in 1864. I suppose there is a subscription. 
If you will let me know what it is, I will send it to you. Please give my love to your mother. I hope you are both 
well, and that you will come over and have tea with me in the spring. My brother and I are not very well. This 
cold, damp weather is not good for us.  With our kindest regards, yours very sincerely, Helen L. Taylor.” 

The original registers that Tacchella used to compile his list of former pupils from 1570-1901 have largely 
disappeared prior to 1865, so there is no way to corroborate his information, yet what is particularly odd 
(apart from her attendance at the school in the first place) is the fact that she preceded her brothers there. 
One might expect it to be the other way about. Perhaps she was a particularly intelligent young lady and her 
father was able to trade on a personal relationship with Hudson, when fees might have been particularly 
welcome. But if so, why were there no subsequent repetitions? 

Though the relevant registers are no longer available, Tacchella’s entry for Helen on page 50 of the Register 
is unusually comprehensive and states that she won the 2nd prize for English History and Scripture History in 
1860 at the age of 10. He then lists her various publications after leaving Derby School: 

1873 – “Manor House Exhibition” & “Ivy Leaves and Other Poems” 

1883 – “Out of the Way” 

1888 – “Little Christian’s Pilgrimage” 

1890 – “The Sunday Pleasure Book” & “Christiana” & “Church Festivals” 

plus “many contributions to numerous magazines.” 

The present writer of this salute to Helen Taylor’s memory, whilst acknowledging the rarity of her talent and 
the uniqueness of her presence in a boys’ grammar school, feels reluctant to praise her work as an author. 
Her writing is very much of its time and holds little appeal to contemporary taste, with its emphasis on 
religion and a pronounced tendency to sermonize in support of teetotalism. Some of the above titles are still 
obtainable through Amazon and specialist book dealers and I have tried to plough my way through “Out of 
the Way” – a diatribe against the demon drink, and found it hard going in terms of plot, though there are 
many fine descriptive passages and delineations of character surpassing the usual Victorian stereotypes. The 
maddening thing of course, is that she chose not to dilate upon her schooldays and tells us absolutely 
nothing about her own rather remarkable life. 

Clearly, she was able to maintain a sizeable house from her writings, together with her share income, and 
the contributions of her brother Edward, and managed well enough it seems, without a husband.   

It might be well now to look at the Ogden connection and the letter that survived in his papers which proves 
beyond doubt that Tacchella was fully aware of the unique position that Helen held in terms of school 
history, but that Ogden himself must have maintained a personal friendship with Helen for many years. 

The letter reproduced beneath, and dated 14th December 1926, is proof positive that Helen Taylor did in fact 
attend Derby School from 1859 to 1864, though both Tacchella and Ogden give an entry date of 1858. At the 
time of writing in 1926, she would be a lady of 76 years of age. She says in her letter, “I have many pleasant 
recollections of my schooldays in the old school at St. Peter’s churchyard and afterwards at St. Helens.” It is 
significant that she warmly addresses her letter to “My Dear Fred” and that she refers also to her brother as 
someone likely to be well known to him. The key to this friendly association between Fred Ogden and the 
Taylors appears to go back many years, when Ogden was a pupil at Edward Taylor’s school, St. Margaret’s 
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Church of England in Stafford Street Derby. The school opened in 1880 and Ogden was there aged 11 in 1898 
before entering Derby School in 1901. A search of the records at the Record Office Matlock reveals that such 
was Ogden’s affection for his time at St. Margaret’s, that he later deposited some of his schoolbooks there. 1 
It must have been through his headmaster Ernest Taylor that Ogden came to know Helen, and she in turn 
seems to have had an affectionate relationship with Ogden’s mother at their family home at The Yews, 
Stanley.  Little wonder then that Ogden added a pencil superscription to the letter reproduced above - 
“Honorary member in appreciation of her distinction.” 

 His papers also contain a press cutting of the funeral, which provides a list of the mourners attending 
Helen’s funeral in January 1929 at Ockbrook church. Both Ogden and his mother were present. Though the 
service was held at the parish church of St. Luke’s Derby, the interment was at Ockbrook churchyard in what 
the report states to be “the family grave” which already contained the remains of her mother and brother 
and judging by its size, many other family members too.  It is there still, surrounded by a rusted low railing, 
but only her own name presently remains visible, a fitting and final memorial to Derby School’s only female 
pupil. 
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