
TWO  HOUSES:  A FAMILY LINK   

When researching the history of a house it soon becomes obvious that, apart from finding out 
when the house was built or altered, most of its history is about the people and families who owned 
and lived in it, their occupations and status in a community and when they lived and died.   Bear 
House, formerly known as Stourbank, and Alston Court are two of the most important houses in 
Nayland with long histories and it is interesting that from the end of the 18th century until the early 
20th century they were inextricably linked because the families who lived in them were related. 

No records exist of the earliest days of Stourbank but the late David Walsh whose family lived there 
for many years compiled a history of the house.  He knew that the main part of the building had 
been dated as having been built in 1483 and that it was considerably enlarged over the centuries.   In 
1973 a large yew tree in the garden was estimated by Edgar Milne-Redhead, the distinguished 
botanist who lived at Parkers at that time, as being at least 400 years old.  The house is said to have 
been once an inn, known as the Bear Inn, from which Bear Street took its name, but no documentary 
evidence of this exists.  The street was certainly called Bear Street as early as 1688 as the property is 
described at that time as being in Bear Street.   
 
In 1688 Margaret Felton, widow, of Edgefield in Norfolk, sold a 1,000 year lease of the property to 
Abram Reynolds, weaver, for £50 at a peppercorn rent if demanded.   During the 18th century  the 
house changed hands many times and had many tenants, such as Charles Norris, a cordwainer 
[shoemaker] and Robert Leaver, a woolcomber.  There were owners with well known Nayland 
names such as George Holton, a Nayland butcher and farmer at Wiston, who bought the remainder 
of the term of the lease for £28 in 1735.  The property stayed with the Holton family until 1805 when 
the lease  was sold to Robert Swan,  a basket maker of Nayland, for £45 and it was he who in 1816 
sold his interest in the property to Thomas Swan and converted the lease into a freehold under the 
Statute of Uses.   
 
In 1832 Robert Ransom, gentleman, of Sudbury purchased the property  and in 1835 sold it to 
William Sinnott, described as a “scavenger”, of Clerkenwell, London,  who then sold it to Edward 
Liveing, who was already residing as a tenant  in the house.   
 
The  links with the Alston family began in a period when Stourbank  was owned or rented by 
members of the medical profession without a break until 1901. Thomas Churchman Harrold, 
surgeon, was a tenant of Stourbank from 1793 to 1811, before his nephew,  Edward Liveing,  also a 
surgeon, bought the house in 1835.  Edward Liveing was married to Catherine Downing whose 
maternal grandfather  was Samuel Alston of Alston Court, which at that time was called Grooms.  
 
Edward Liveing died in 1843 and his nephew, Thomas Harrold Fenn,  a GP who had also married into 
the Alston family, lived at Stourbank from 1844 to 1870. According to the 1851 census, he and his 
wife Maria had six children,  including a son, Edward Liveing Fenn, born in 1843.  After qualifying as a 
doctor Edward returned to Nayland and assisted his father in his practice, succeeding him after he 
died.  He then left Nayland  in 1872 and went to Surrey for 20 years, later returning to live at 
Greyfriars on East Hill in Colchester, and he became  a physician at the Colchester  Hospital.   
 



In 1902 Edward Liveing Fenn inherited Alston Court from his aunt Margaret Alston and lived there 
until he died in 1907. He was responsible for major renovations of the house and for renaming it 
Alston Court.  He was a direct link between Alston Court and Stourbank, having been born at 
Stourbank and dying at Alston Court.  The house then passed to his son Charles Fenn.  In 1947 the 
house passed to Charles’s cousin, Colonel Arthur Alston Fenn,  who  lived there until he died in 1966.  
His wife continued living there until it was sold out of the family in 1968.  So the long connection 
with these two important houses came to an end. 
 
When Edward Liveing Fenn left Nayland in 1872 Stourbank had been sold to Henry Drake Palmer, yet 
another surgeon for £1,300.   The property included the land to the south of Bear Street, Fir Cottage 
and Stourbank Cottage and the garden to the north was extended.  Over the centuries the extent of 
the land and houses attached to the property was unclear until a mortgage of 1889 when the first 
plan was included.  However, it is known that during his time at Stourbank  Dr Palmer extended and 
altered the house considerably and it is of him that there is the legend that he had two resident 
mental patients, neither of whom was to be allowed to see the other and that his alterations to the 
house had regard to this consideration.    
 
In 1901 Dr Palmer  sold the property to William le Geyt Dudgeon, of South Kensington, thus ending 
the run of doctors who had lived there.  Mr Dudgeon became a prominent figure in Nayland and was 
held in great esteem, being a churchwarden and benefactor in the village.    
 
In 1912 Captain Bernard Walsh purchased Stourbank where he lived until he died in 1928.  His wife 
Violet continued to live there after his death.  Their significant contribution to Nayland was 
described in the March edition of the Community Times.  After his mother died in 1973, Bernard 
David Walsh sold Stourbank in 1976 when it became a popular restaurant called The Bear for a few 
years, later becoming a private house once again. 
                                                                                                                          Wendy Sparrow, Parish Recorder 
[Sources:  Notes on the History of Stourbank by David Walsh;  the Nayland Record;  Notes by the late 
Denis Halliday; www.the kingscandlesticks.com] 
 
 
 
 
 
   
Photo:  Stourbank before its front railings were removed, probably when Mrs Walsh was Steward for 
the National Salvage Campaign in World War II 


