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1.  Introduction 

 

1.1 This report was commissioned by Wrexham County Borough Council (WCBC) 
 in relation to the proposed listing of the disused former school building, as a 
 result of a local campaign to prevent its demolition and reuse of the site for 
 educational purposes. 

1.2 My background includes employment in local authority building conservation,
 as a former inspector of historic buildings, and as author of Pevsner Buildings 
 of Wales volumes. I hold degrees in architectural history, am a full member of 
 the Institute of Historic Building Conservation and am a Fellow of the Society 
 of Antiquaries. 

1.3 Statutory protection of the building was first considered in 1994 when the area 

 was being 're-surveyed' by Cadw. A specific request was made by a member 
  the public to spot list the building in 2007.  Cadw's response to the latter 
 confirmed that  on both occasions the building was considered not to 
 fulfil the criteria for listing as laid out in government guidance (Circular 61/96 
 annex C) 

1.4 An application by WCBC for prior notification to demolish the school was 

 granted on 23rd February 2016 (ref P/2016/0042) 

1.5 Further approaches to the Deputy Minister for Culture, Tourism and Sport and 

 Cadw were made early in 2016 by Mrs E. Thomas and Mr R George on behalf 
 of the campaigners. Both provided background material. The school was fully
 inspected by a Cadw Inspector on 2nd March 2016. In reviewing the case, 
 Cadw's Head of Regeneration and Conservation, Judith Alfrey, concluded 
 that, as per previous advice, the school was not of listable quality. Her 
 findings are included within a report dated 15th March 2016 

1.6 In March 2016, Dr Roger Bowdler, Director of Listing at English Heritage, was 
 appointed to undertake a (desktop) peer review of the potential of the school 
 for listed status. Further information was also provided by Mr George in the 
 form of a list of comparable listed schools outside Wales (e.g. High Storrs, 
 Sheffield of 1932), and the documented provision of air raid protection within 
 Grove Park School in 1941.  

1.7 Dr Bowdler's report is dated 29th April 2016. He concluded that the school 
 does not fulfil the criteria for listing, and that comparable examples in England 
 are often rejected for listing, with the exception of innovative buildings or 
 ones  of distinct architectural quality, such as High Storrs, Sheffield. He 
 also concluded that  the provision of air raid protection was by no means 
 unusual. 

1.8 Cadw's Head of Regeneration and Conservation responded to the Bowdler 
 report and Mr George's additional information in a report dated 16th May 2016 
 The Head found that no new evidence had been presented that significantly 
 challenged the original assessment that the building did not meet the criteria 
 for listing, and that the findings of the peer review gave confidence that the 
 assessment process has been sound 

 



1.9 Notwithstanding the above,  on 6th June 2016 Cadw wrote to WCBC, 
 advising them that the building met the criteria for listing, enclosing a draft  list 
 description for comment by 4th July. WCBC requested an extension of the 
 deadline and further information to that previously received under the 
 Freedom of Information Act. 

1.10 I met officers of WCBC on 4th July at the school and made a full inspection. 

 This was followed by visits to Wrexham Library, Wrexham Museum and the 
 County Archives at Ruthin. This, along with subsequent desktop research 
 leads me to agree with the advice provided by Cadw's Head of Regeneration 
 and Conservation and Dr Bowdler that the building does not fulfil the criteria 
 for listing, as set out in government guidance. This is expanded on below. 

 

2.  History  

2.1 Grove Park School was founded in 1828, originally for boys. The Welsh 

 Intermediate Education Act of 1889 affirmed that new secondary schools 
 should be established, aided by central government, democratically 
 controlled, and free from denominational bias. Grove Park School became 
 intermediate in 1894, taking in the Girl's County School two years later. In 
 1902, a new school was built in Chester Road.  With an expanding population, 
 the school became overcrowded. 

2.2. In 1914, schematic plans were drawn by the County Architect, W.P Wiles for a 
 separate girls' school on the present site. Three two-storied variants were 
 provided, with the architect favouring the setting of the main range diagonally 
 to the plot. The scheme was capable of being phased. No elevations were 
 provided, but Wiles advised that the buildings be of brick with Cefn stone 
 dressings, not quite a duplicate of the 1902 schools, 'but on the same lines so 
 as to be in harmony'. The 1902 buildings survive as part of Coleg Cambria. 

2.3 With the onset of the Great War, the plans were shelved. By 1920, Wiles had 

 provided several timber huts to for extra accommodation. 

2.4 In 1933, W.P. Wiles was succeeded as County Architect by his son, Gilbert 

 Douglas Wiles. In 1936, work finally started on permanent buildings at Grove 
 Park, these designed by G.D. Wiles. Of the large courtyard-plan building, the 
 north range was completed first. The foundation stone of the remainder was 
 laid in June 1938, and the school opened in September 1939, officially so in 
 1940. Wiles'  plans for the first and second phases survive at the 
 Denbighshire County Records Office, the latter dated July 1937. 

2.5 The school gained secondary status in1972 and closed in 2003. Modern 
 extensions were demolished in 2012 and an application to demolish the rest 
 granted in 2016 (see 1.4). Some vandalism has taken place. WCBC has 
 sheeted the windows and doors and is keeping the building weather-tight. 

 

 

 

 



3. The architecture of W.P and G.D. Wiles 

 

3.1 W.D. Wiles, father of Gilbert Douglas, was appointed County Architect in 
 1905. His career began as an architect to Norwich Corporation, c. 1897. His 
 magnum opus was the Technical Institute (Norwich Art School) of 1899. This 
 is a gaunt brick structure, with a domed corner, round arches and polygonal 
 buttresses. 'The whole is depressing' notes the Pevsner volume of 1997. With 
 his offices in Wrexham, W.P.Wiles' more prominent buildings across the 
 county include the County Buildings at Colwyn Bay (1905-07) and those at 
 Ruthin (1907-08 - fig. 1). The first are in a free Elizabethan style with some 

 Arts and Crafts touches, the last in a somewhat coarse neo-Baroque. His neo-
 Georgian extensions of 1931 to the North Wales School of Art and Design 
 Regent Street, Wrexham - fig. 2) has similarities to the Grove Park School - at 
 this stage in his career, it was likely that his son was involved with the design. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 - County Offices, Ruthin - 1908 

 

 

 



 

Figure 2 - 1931 extensions to North Wales School of Art and Design 

 

 

 

 

3.2 As County Architect, W.D. Wiles was responsible for state-funded school 
 works and the Denbighshire Archives contain several plans for such. Many 
 have been altered or demolished, but some survive to give an impression of 
 Wiles senior's output. Llay School (1925 - fig. 3) is a single-storey range with 

 a lingering taste of both neo-Baroque in the doorways and Arts and Crafts in 
 the tower. Acrefair School was planned in 1927, and built 1934 (fig. 4). This 

 building echoes the tall brick Board School architecture of 3-4 decades 
 previous. Pentrefoelas School of 1931 is in simple symmetrical neo-
 Georgian (fig. 5). 

 

 

Figure 3 - Llay School 1925 

 



 

Figure 4 - Acrefair School 1927 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5 - Pentrefoelas School - 1931 

 

3.3 W.D. Wiles' drawings and buildings suggests that his was a busy office 

 between 1905 and 1933 and that he was a careful and conscientious 
 designer, capable of working within the prevalent styles of the day. There is 
 little to suggest that he was particularly inventive or innovative, unlike other 
 County Architects elsewhere, who were similarly used to the restraints posed 
 by finances and committees. 

3.4 Gilbert Douglas Wiles took over as County Architect in 1933. Many of his 

 drawings are also to be found in the County Archives and show him as a very 
 competent designer, his plans typically annotated in great detail (fig. 6) 

 Inevitably, much of his work has been altered or lost, but his school work 
 during the 1930s is in a quiet brick neo-Georgian style, in common with  
 thousands others across Britain. Surviving works include Cefnmeiriadog 
 (1933), extensions to Denbigh High (1935 - fig. 7) and extensions to Abergele 

 County School (1937).  After the War, G.D. Wiles adopted the 
 Modernism embraced by county architects up and down the country for 



 their schools, typified by uninterrupted glazing  and flat roofs. Cefn-mawr 
 Primary School (1952) is an early example. 

 

 

Figure 6 - Grove Park plans, 1937 - detail 

 

 

Figure 7 - extensions to Denbigh School - 1935 

4 Groves School in the context of Inter-war school design in Wales and 
 England 

 

4.1 Grove Park School is an example of many of the neo-Georgian schools built 
 in inter-war Wales and England. The main elevations and indeed  the 
 courtyard plan are typically symmetrical. The west elevation, facing the 
 Chester Road is of 15 bays, articulated 2+4+3+4+2, with slightly advanced 
 entrance and end pavilions. The Powell Road elevation is of 2+10+2 bays. 
 The slate roofs are hipped, broken out for the frontispiece and pavilions. Like 
 most of its counterparts, the material is brick (rustics laid to English bond). 
 The main bays are divided by pilaster strips, flanking herringbone- patterned 
 brickwork panels between the storeys. Similar brickwork is found in the end 
 bays of the gym, alternating with a geometrical  patterns. The steel casement 
 windows are typical of the date, as is the articulation of the entrance bays in 



 artificial stone, imitating ashlar, plain but for the moulded architraves to the 
 doorway and window above.  The horizontal proportions of the elevations 
 and windows are a typical early C20 interpretation of Georgian, the 
 herringbone brickwork more 'Stockbroker Tudor', however. 

4.2 The plan is very typical of school planning of the period, arranged on a 
 courtyard plan, with central hall, and gym behind with link corridors. Each side 
 of the hall is a quadrangle, providing light for the corridors, which have some   
 'borrowed' lights within in the form of casements. The parquet floors, dados 
 and part-glazed doors are all standard details. The obvious feature of note is 
 the main staircase, constructed of reinforced concrete. This is of generous 
 double-flight plan, the cast-iron balustrades with simple geometrical detail, all 
 top-lit by two traditional roof lanterns.  

 

4.3 The architecture of 'state-controlled' school buildings went through a 

 succession of changes from the later C19. The typical church school was 
 Gothic , but with the passing of the Elementary Education Act of 1870, E.R. 
 Robson, architect to the London School Board, advocated the increasingly 
 popular 'Queen Anne' style, typified by its tall windows, neat brickwork and 
 shaped gables. By the Edwardian period, a freer approach was taken to 
 design, using Baroque or simple Arts and Crafts motifs. Influenced by the 
 domestic architecture of architects such as George Bodley, Philip Webb and 
 then Edwin Lutyens, there came a growing taste for neo-Georgian. An early 
 school in the style is Stroud High School, 1912, by A.S. Phillips, County 
 Education Officer for Gloucestershire (fig. 8) The style had obvious 

 advantages in terms of economy of detail and therefore cost, and by the 
 1930s, typified new  public buildings across England and Wales, including 
 schools, town halls, fire stations and police stations. This is well-illustrated  by 
 the many post offices designed across the England and Wales by H.M. 
 Office of Works. 

 

 

Figure 8 - Stroud High School, 1912 
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4.4 Many county architects during the inter-war years adopted neo-Georgian for 
 educational buildings. D. Pugh Jones (Glamorgan) designed Tonyrefail (fig. 
 9) School in 1933. The elevations and double-courtyard plan are similar to 
 Grove Park, the former far better detailed, the latter retaining better and 
 more original detail - meriting its Grade II listing. His St Ilan School at 
 Caerphilly  (1933) is also listed, for its distinctive single-storey plan-form 
 and state of preservation. The quality of his schools at Rhoose (1931) and 
 Gelligaer (1927) has also earned them listed status. Pugh Jones was a 
 talented architect, many of whose schools are of high architectural quality. 

 

 

Figure 9 - Tonyrefail School, 1933 

 Many other examples may be mentioned. John Bain designed Newbridge 
 (1930 - fig. 10) and Bassaleg (1935) schools in Monmouthshire, both neo-

 Georgian with courtyard plans. Ysgol Tryfan, Bangor (1937, W. Lloyd 
 Jones - fig. 11) is in a similar vein, rather more similar to Wrexham. None are 

 listed - and even within this short list, the stripped and economical facades of 
 Grove Park and Bangor are dull, when compared to schools like Newbridge. 
 In Wales, neo-Georgian remained popular with some county  architects well 
 into the 1950s, including Herbert Carr (Montgomeryshire), only lightly 
 touched by Modernism (typified by grid-planning, flat roofs and 
 continuous glazing). 
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Figure 10 - Newbridge School, 1930 

 

 

Figure 11 - Ysgol Tryfan, Banor, 1937 

4.5 Outside of Wales, the pattern is similar. A.J. Toomer, county architect of 
 Somerset produced a series of courtyard-plan neo-Georgian schools in the 
 1930s (Castle Carey, Langport, Ilminster and Stoke-sub-Handom). John 
 Stuart, county architect in Essex 1920-45 provided many similar buildings 
 during the period, as did W.H. Robinson (Kent), A.G. Chant  (Shropshire), 
 A.V. Rowe (Worcestershire) and A.S. Phillips (Gloucestershire). It is 
 notable that very few of these are listed, even Phillips' large Pitville  School at 
 Cheltenham (fig. 12). In his report, Dr Roger Bowdler notes that with 

 innovation and design being the key considerations for listing, a significant 
 proportion of schools of this period are not recommended for listing. Those 
 that are, comprise buildings of a distinctive architectural quality that is 
 readily sensed. 

 



 

Figure 12 - Pitville School, Cheltenham, 1927-9 

4.6 It is clear than even from a cursory examination of comparable schools across 

 Wales and England, than Grove Park School is not of particularly high quality 
 and falls below the line of several unlisted schools in terms of architectural 
 quality in respect of both detail and plan.  

4.7 It is also clear that Cadw has taken a careful view with regards to listing 

 modern educational buildings across Wales. Coed-y-lan Comprehensive is 
 listed as an early county school of 1893, following the 1889 Intermediate 
 Education Act. The Glamorgan schools by Pugh Jones are listed for their 
 consistent quality and preservation. Early post-War modernism and  
 innovation is  reflected in the listing of Ysgol Abertridwr (1950), Ardwyn 
 (Welshpool)  School of 1951 and the (Festival of Britain prize-winning) Gaer 
 School, Newport. Ysgol Sir Thomas Jones' School at Alwch (1948, N. Squire 
 Johnson) gets a II* listing as the first purpose-built comprehensive school in 
 Britain. The architect's Modernist style is acknowledged at Ysgol Gynradd 
 Beaumaris (1951). In Wrexham, the impressive Denbighshire Technical 
 College (Wrexham Glyndwr University) of 1950-3 by Saxon, Smith & Partners 
 is listed for its design and innovation in providing technical education - and for 
 its award of a RIBA bronze medal. 

 

5 Principles of selection - architectural interest 

 

5.1 The principles of selection with regards to listed buildings is set out in Annex 
 C of Welsh Office 61/96, and the following points address the criteria therein. 
 In terms of the architectural importantance of the Groves School, section 4 
 above demonstrates that the building may easily be compared to other 
 inter-war schools in terms of architecture and planning, and that it falls 
 below the line of many unlisted examples. 

 

5.1 In terms of decoration and craftsmanship, Grove Park School is a tribute both 
 to its designer and builder. The brickwork (fig. 13) in particular is well 
 executed and there are some nods to Art Deco in the geometrical brickwork 
 each end of the gym. The capitals of the more overtly classical pilasters used 
 at the Regent Street School of Art are here simplified in vertical brick. There 
 are other influences however. The herringbone brickwork is much more in the 
 1930s 'Stockbroker Tudor' manner, to be seen in semi-detached houses and 
 Tudorbethan pubs up and down the country - it is also found locally on late 
 Victorian and Edwardian buildings, e.g. Bathafarn House, Ruthin (fig 14). 
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Figure 13 - Grove Park School - brickwork detail 

 

 



 

Figure 14 - Bathafarn House, Ruthin - 1869 

   

 

 The quality of the brick itself is attractive, but the use of rustic brick, as 
 opposed to engineering (or locally, Ruabon brick) is influenced by the Arts 
 and Crafts ethic, and commonly used in public buildings of the period. A ghost 
 of neo-Baroque is seen in the emphatic architraves of the entrance bay, which 
 is detailed in artificial stone, not stone, as referred to within the draft listing 
 (noted as such on the plans of 1937). It is unclear as to whether the 
 construction is of solid or cavity brick - by this date, either is conventional. It is 
 therefore concluded that the brickwork, whilst attractive, is not particularly 
 innovative for the period. That this should form part of the 'stylistic flair' of the 
 building, as referred to within the draft list description is perhaps an 
 overstatement. 

5.2 The careful attention to detail is carried on within the building - the doors, 

 wainscots etc are all decently done. They are, however, conventional in detail 
 and apart from some simple Deco detail in the staircase, and proscenium and 
 balcony front of the hall, the detail is all plain. 



5.3 The courtyard plan-form has already been assessed above. In short, most 
 larger inter-war schools were planned collegiate-style, around internal 
 quadrangles, often separated by a central hall. The Grove Park School is not 
 a pioneer in this respect - indeed, it is one of the last of the generation, soon 
 to be replaced by the open-plan schools of the 1950s, with their 'open air' 
 classrooms. 

5.4 In terms of type, again, Grove Park School is conventional. Separate schools 
 for girls and boys within the same town were commonplace where land was in 
 short supply and buildings typically overcrowded. After 1945, and more 
 especially after the Crosland Report of 1965, mixed-sex comprehensives 
 became commonplace. 

5.5 Grove Park School has been compared to the proponent of its spot-listing (Mr 
 R George) to two similar listed examples. Templemore School, Belfast  (fig. 
 15) was built in 1924 and has been rescued from dereliction. Two points are 

 worth noting. Firstly, the school is of better architectural quality than Grove 
 Park, particularly with regards to the articulation of the entrance bay and 
 wings, along with the more overtly modern continuous glazing. Secondly, the 
 listing grades have different criteria in Northern Ireland to Wales. Templemore 
 is listed at B1, this category comprising 'buildings of local importance or 
 good  examples of some  period of style. Some degree of alteration or 
 imperfection  may be acceptable". In Wales, buildings of local importance do 
 not have statutory protection. 

 

 

Figure 15 - Templemore School, Belfast, 1924 

 The other school cited is High Storrs, Sheffield (1933, W.G. Davies and J.L. 
 Womersley - fig. 16). Whilst this shares a similar plan to Grove Park, the 
 school is altogether more monumental (the entrance facade is 25 bays long), 
 more refined in its stripped classicism, yet more overt in its Deco detail, 
 especially its concrete-clad entrance and internal detail. The composition is 
 striking, framed by its porticoed gyms and topped by a Deco central lantern. 
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 High Storrs in scale and detail does not compare to the smaller and more  
 typical scale of Grove Park. 

 

 

 

Figure 16 - High Storrs School, Sheffield - 1933 

 

5.6 The draft listing (and Mr George) both refer to the main staircase, which is the 

 key feature of the interior. The double-flight staircase is of impressive 
 proportions, spanning the entry to the main hall. It is constructed of reinforced 
 concrete, finished in terrazzo. The balustrades are of cast iron, with scrolled 
 newels and  timber handrails. There is a Deco character to the geometric 
 pattern of the balustrades (fig. 18), but rather muted when compared to the 
 'streamlined' designs of the period. Indeed, the trellis-like pattern also 
 harks back to later C18 stairs, notably the 'Chinese Chippendale' type, 
 popularised across Wales by William Halfpenny's Rural Architecture in the 
 Chinese Taste (1750-52 - fig 17). The scrolled newels are rather more 
 Georgian than Deco. There is nothing Deco about the two large roof-  
 lighting the lanterns - their character is standard Victorian/Edwardian. That 
 the staircase is part of the 'stylistic flair' as mentioned in the draft listing is  at 
 least debatable.  
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Figure 17 - William Halfpenny stair design 1750-2 

 

 

Figure 18 - Grove Park School - stair detail 

7. Principles of selection - historic interest 

 

7.1 The draft list description characterises the school as ' a key example of an 
 interwar girls' school. The first headmistress, Miss A Gower Jones expressed 
 pride that Grove Park was the only grammar school built in Wales between 
 the wars. This is of passing interest, but has no innovative or pioneering 
 context with regards to the building, or to the social/cultural history of Wales. 

7.2 The reference to air raid provision within the draft listing and Mr George's 

 submission is addressed by Dr Bowdler, who notes that 'factories and public 
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 buildings increasingly included air raid shelters from the passing of the 1937 
 Air Raid Precaution Act'. Indeed, G.D. Wiles designed air raid shelters within 
 the yards of Gwersyllt School in December 1940, the plans surviving within 
 the County Archives. Air raid provision was included within several schools, 
 including Tenby Council School, in 1939. With regards to Grove Park, G.D. 
 Wiles  corresponded in March 1941 on the areas of the building earmarked for 
 such provision (cloakrooms in the east range - fig. 19). The works were 
 limited to the  protection of doors and windows and the use of timber props for 
 the existing  concrete ceilings. Being temporary works, they have long since 
 been  removed and this aspect of military history is of no more than local 
 interest. 

 

 

 

Figure 19 - Grove Park School - former cloakroom used for air raid protection 

 

 

 

 

8. Principles of selection - close historical associations with people or 
 events of importance in Wales 

 

8.1 No evidence has been provided of such. Given the relative modernity of the 

 building, history to an extent has yet to venerate former pupils. One  
 figure of local importance was June Knox-Mawer (1930-2006), radio presenter 
 and writer. Wrexham has produced many fine footballers, and no doubt some 
 were pupils of the former secondary school. 

 



9. Principles of selection - group value 

 

9.1 The building of the ring -road in 1973 has left the school more isolated from 
 the outer parts of the town, its visual context comprising typical suburban 
 development of interwar and later housing, with pleasant tree-fringed grounds 
 to the west and the recreation grounds to the north. The school therefore does 
 not contribute any historic or architectural unity. 

10. Conclusion 

 

10.1 Grove Park School is a pleasant and well-built structure, located within an 

 attractive area of Wrexham. It is however, typical of many schools built across 
 Wales and England at the time and forms a late example of its type, prior to 
 the revolution in school design after WWII. There are many comparable 
 examples which are not listed, Cadw and English Heritage having selected 
 only those displaying innovation or with a distinct architectural character. Its 
 historic interest is of even less consequence, its air raid provision being typical 
 of the period and temporary in nature. No historical associations are known 
 and there is no demonstrable group value. 

 

10.2 It is therefore concluded that Grove Park School does not fulfil any of the 

 criteria as set out in Circular 61/96. In line with the Director of Regeneration 
 and Conservation at Cadw and the Director of Listing at English Heritage, I 
 agree that Grove Park School should not be added to the statutory list of 
 buildings of special architectural of historic interest. 

 

Rob Scourfield   M.A.  I.H.B.C.  F.S.A 
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