
                  Robert Bell and Company. 
 
This year, 2022, marked 150 years since our firm moved into Old Bank 
Chambers in Horncastle. Previously the office had been at 10 High Street 
Horncastle, but the firm’s history goes back much further.  
  

 

This view reflects how Old Bank Chambers appeared in the early part of the Twentieth 

Century. It had a single storey extension towards the Bull Ring. Inside was a long pine 

wooden counter, (Wilf Hodson who came as office junior had to have a special step so 

he could see over it). That single storey was replaced about 1960 with a two storey 

extension. 

 

Old Bank Chambers stands next to the traffic lights at the heart of Horncastle. 
It is a three storey Georgian building with 1960’s extension towards the Bull 
Ring. At one time it was the Chambers for the Bank (Garfits) next door: Much 
of Horncastle was owned by the Revesby Estate, as was Old Bank Chambers 
until it was bought by Robert Hay Bell from them in 1957.  
 



 

 

In the 1980’s with it’s two storey extension, and the Jubilee Concert Band 
playing outside on a Saturday instead of the auction “on the stones”.  
 
 

Tom Thumb’s House is on the ridge top, there’s a similar one on a house in 
the Market Place at Tattershall. The carved wooden 1573 panelling in the 
end room came across the road from Stow’s Corner off Hammerton Lane and 
East Street. 



 
 

 
 
 
 A plaque on the south wall commemorates the 1960 flood – a bit apt because 
that was the year Mr Bell’s lake was excavated at Mareham and flooded 
down Thunker Beck, carrying a caravan and wedging it under the town 
bridge outside our office.   
 
 

 

Old Bank Chambers window decorated for the World Ploughing Match at 
Wispington in 1984, and the plaque commemorating the 1960 Flood. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Office has seen many changes, but it is rare to have continued under one 
occupation for so long.  
 
The move by Parish and Son to Old Bank Chambers in 1872, almost coincided 
with a substantial auction, comprising most of what is now Woodhall Spa 
from Sandy Lane to the River Witham for Rev Frank Dymoke, when there 
was hardly a house in the village, but split into over 80 lots it led to the 
development of the Spa as we now know it. 
 

 
This is one of the plans with that auction in 1872. 
 
 

Other Offices. 
 
We had an office in Woodhall mentioned on our letter headings in the early 
1900’s, but our firm opened one in Station Road in 1984. In 2005 we moved 
to the current site overlooking the main junction in the village. 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
Following the dissolution of the partnership with Mawer Mason and Bell, 
(when the balance of the firm was sold to the Leeds Building Society) in 
1988, our small firm quickly expanded as Robert Bell and Company. 



Premises at the centre of Coningsby were acquired in 1989 and a new office 
run by Tony Wing, Margaret Done and Jane Leggate opened in 1990. Young 
Robert Bell’s cousin Adam Dean who had trained with the firm, and married 
our PA’s daughter Caroline Low, returned to run the house sales side. 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

In 1998, we opened for the first time in the county capital. Our first office 
was in Burton Road, dealing with residential lettings and encouraging 
farmers to buy and let to students in this attractive new University City. 
 
 

 
 



Then in 2001, we decided to open all our services in Lincoln and new 
premises in the prime estate agents row of Silver Street were acquired from 
Lawrence Clarke. They were renovated and extended so that different 
departments could operate from them. 
 

 
 
 
Here Robert Hay Bell shares a joke with Lawrence Clarke at the launch party. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Meanwhile, back at Horncastle, Old Bank Chambers were being out-grown. 
New premises were bought on the High Street, but planning consent for 
change of use was refused. Eventually a nearby warehouse at Lindsey Court 
was acquired in 2017 and refurbished to make offices for our Auction 
Department, Commercial Department and Residential Lettings Department. 
 
 
 

 
 
Francis Dymoke cuts the ribbon on the Opening of our Lindsey Court office 
in 2017. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Our firm’s history goes back a very long way – a century prior to our move 
into Old Bank Chambers.  
 
 

 

 



 
 
Its traces, pre-date 1800 with George and James Weir who were auctioneers 
and printers. James Weir established the first printing press in Horncastle in 
1789, and I think was also an auctioneer. George Weir wrote a “History of 
Horncastle” in 1820 and sold the contents of Revesby Abbey in 1843.  
  
  

  
 

  
  
  
  



  
That links our firm back to the Bell family as George Bell came from Scotland 
in 1842 to be Land Agent at Revesby for James Banks Stanhope. Many of the 
Revesby farmhouses, cottages, the Red Lion, the school, the Victorian big 
house, the Park Gates, the Vicarage and new alms-houses date from this 
period. New woods were planted, drainage carried out, a reservoir dug for 
the people of Boston, an agricultural Society founded etc. etc. during his time 
as Land Agent. He had a benevolent client in James Banks Stanhope, and the 
estate received considerable input which was sorely needed although it was 
only 22 years after the death of it’s former owner, the renowned 
agriculturalist and horticulturalist Sir Joseph Banks. George Bell was 
respected and admired by both his landlord clients and their tenants. He 
progressed the estate through negotiation rather than confrontation for the 
benefit of all.  
  
If you study the traditional roofs on the pub, estate office, and houses at 
Revesby, you will notice that the slates have four courses of rectangular 
slates followed by four courses of rounded slates. These match the roof of 
the lodge to the Delvine estate, from whence George Bell emanated.   
 
The ability to appreciate both landlords and tenants positions, (and 
therefore to act for both) has been important in enabling agreements to be 
negotiated. George Bell must have been exceptional at this because he was 
esteemed by friends and tenantry as well as landlords both in Scotland and 
at Revesby. Our clients might be wealthy or relatively poor: they may own 
estates or only have a share in the tenancy of a small field. 
  
Since it was owned by Revesby Estate, I like to think that George Bell would 
have been involved with the negotiations between the Estate and Joseph and 
Walter Booth Parish on their move to Old Bank Chambers. George Bell 
retired and died in 1872 which was when Parishes opened their offices at 
Old Bank Chambers.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Mr Joseph Parish, a pupil of James Weir, acquired the business in 1855. He 
established a name for pub valuations – there were 56 hostelries in 1851 in 
Horncastle alone. He was followed by his son, Walter Booth Parish and the 
name changed to “Parish and Son”. It was they that moved into Old Bank 
Chambers in 1872. 
 

 
 
An extract from W K Morton’s “Lincolnshire at the Turn of the Century” 
1900. 



 
 

 
In 1895 Mr Parish took in as partner Mr Stafford Walter and the firm became 
Parish & Stafford Walter. Mr Stafford Walter came from a local farming 
family, and brought architectural as well as Land Agency skills. The 
incorporation of his christian name into the firm’s title was to distinguish 
from the rival “Walter” estate agents, who were distantly related. Stafford 
Walter lived in Hammerton House, now occupied by Chattertons solicitors, 
with gardens running opposite the Mermaid Fish shop, (Hammerton 
Gardens), where he kept a menagerie of animals and birds. 
 

 

 
This photo shows Stafford Walter who was chairman of the 1920 Flood 
Committee, here chair of a sporting association, staging an important Boxing 
Match against Tommy Burns. 
He has a pose similar to Sir Joseph Banks, and his dress code reflects his 
interest in country sports. 
Also third from left on the second row is Wilf Hodson. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Stafford Walter was quite a wag, as can be illustrated by the journal he wrote 
of “The Derelict”, in 1910 when he and four friends dressed as pedlars 
sojourned in a horse drawn caravan from Horncastle up the Trentside to 
beyond Gainsborough, (like Three Men in a Boat). 

 



   

StaffordWalterabout1910. 



 



ExtractfromHorncastleNews1929. 



 
The grandson of George Bell, Robert Hay Bell (Hay as he was widely known) 
was articled to W B Parish in 1897. I think he lived above the office. His 
Articles of Apprenticeship required him to “everywhere, his master orders 
gladly do”. He must not contract matrimony without his employer’s consent, 
must not play at dice or cards and must not haunt taverns.  
  

  
 

 

 

This was a bit ironic as Mr Parish had a name for pub valuations and although 
he already acted for Mr Stafford Vere Hotchkin at Woodhall, I think Stafford 
Walter brought a new dynamism and presence in gaining agricultural 
clients. The form of business changed as it always does. There has generally 
been a steady flow of auctioneering, but our firm has seen the auctions at 
Horncastle Horse Fairs, the formation about 1900 of the weekly livestock 
market in Horncastle, followed by its decline and closure in 2000, as the lack 
of local abattoirs, foot and mouth, and high commercial risk took its toll. 
Landlord and tenant negotiations have dwindled in prominence recently, to 
be replaced for us all by issues of global warming, carbon sequestration, and 
pollution.  



  
Hay Bell must have done well because he was invited to join the partnership 
in 1910 and the firm’s name changed to Parish Stafford Walter and Bell. They 
had a share in the cattle market auction on a Thursday and a produce auction 
on the office front and along the riverside on a Saturday morning. In those 
days the horse fairs were declining but special store sales of cattle and sheep 
drew considerable entries.  
 
 
  

 

  
 
 



 

 

 
Typical bill from PSWB and Grampa’s ready reckoner. 
 

 

 

Hay Bell was born at Ranby, and educated at Louth Grammar School. I never 
heard anyone say a bad word about him, and his excellent reputation for fair 
straightforward honesty and integrity was used as a model for his 
grandchildren. He was Chairman of Horncastle UDC for many years, and the 
First World War naval shell outside Old Bank Chambers was donated for his 
efforts as airraid warden after WW1. 
 



 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 



In 1930 they acquired the Burgh le Marsh firm of Willsons and Barney 
Boulton (Alastair’s great-grandfather) was put in charge. He was a 
Horncastle lad who had trained with PSWB and was very capable. The two 
firms were run together for a few years (our offices were described as 
Horncastle, Woodhall and Burgh), until Willsons was fully transferred to 
Barney Boulton in 1937.   
 
Hay Bell and Stafford Walter were assisted by Wilf Hodson, who started 
work at Old Bank Chambers in 1907 at the age of 12, when a special stool 
had to be made so he could see over the office counter. He was also mayor of 
Horncastle for 18 years and carried on working until 1974. He could add up 
three columns of pounds shillings and pence faster than you could read it. In 
1960 he chaired the Flood Committee, just as Stafford Walter had done 40 
years before. 
 

 
  
 

 



 
 

 
 
 
As Chairman of the UDC, Wilf Hodson was the natural choice to chair the 
1960 Flood Committee. This dealt with claims for compensation and offers 
of help, as well as tidying up after the ordeal on 7th October 1960. The plaque 
on the south wall of Old Bank Chambers records the event. 



 
Hay Bell’s son, Robert Hay Bell Junior was brought up at Lansdowne off 
Spilsby Road, Horncastle, and educated at Horncastle Grammar School. He 
joined the firm in 1935, but the war interrupted his apprenticeship. He 
finally qualified as a Chartered Surveyor in 1947, getting 4th highest marks 
in the country. That period and just after the war saw Hay Bell, and Wilf 
Hodson both Chairman of the Horncastle Urban District Council (Mayor) and 
we were paying wages on estates from North Ormsby down the Bluestone 
Heath Road to South Ormsby.  
 

 

 



 

 
 
Robert Hay Bell at an auction about 1985. 
 

 
 



 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
From an early age, I, Robert Lawrence Hay Bell accompanied my father on 
annual valuations, and helped run sheets at auction sales. My first 
auctioneering experience was in 1973 at the sale of house contents at 
Belchford. My father asked his sister Jean Peacock to set out advice for me. 
 
 

 



After University and a year at Wells Cundall at Malton, I returned to 
Horncastle at fathers request. I could see that whilst Land Agency and 
auctioneering were enjoyable, we had to develop the estate agency side for 
our bread and butter. 
 
  

 

 
 



 By 1968 father and grampa (aged 87) knew they needed some help and 
sought applications. I believe the one that stood out most was from Mike 
Perkins of George Mawer & Co at Market Rasen, but they didn’t want to let 
him go and instead we had a loose association between the two firms that 
lasted until 1980 when we went into full partnership including Masons at 
Louth to form Mawer Mason and Bell. As a partnership of 10, the new firm 
had good ideas and expanded to 10 offices from Brigg to Alford. 
 

 In 1987 an approach was made by the Leeds Building Society. It was a time 
of frenetic buying of estate agents by financial institutions and they were 
paying good money. But father was dead against selling – “you can only sell 
once” and we decided to go on our own and keep our independence. This 
was a huge worry at the time, but a decision I have never regretted.  

  



 

 

 

 
We were supported by our excellent landlord clients, and the house sales 
and other sides benefited from being able to give a unique and independent 
service. Our firm rapidly expanded from a staff of 9 in 1988 to over 35 with 
new offices at Coningsby in 1990, Woodhall in 1992, Lincoln in 1998 and a 
second office in Horncastle in 2017. Our services have been 
departmentalised into agricultural, property sales, commercial, residential 
lets, surveying and auctions enabling us to offer a wide variety of specialised 
advice.   
  
 
 
 
 



 

  
 
Selling Lincoln Red cattle at Horncastle Market about 1985. Father in the 
ring. 
 

 
 
 



 

 
Installation as President of the Lincolnshire Association of Agricultural 
Valuers (as Hay Bell and Robert H Bell had also been), about 2003. 
Philip Day, (secretary), John Maitland (guest speaker), RLHB, Ian Walter 
(outgoing President), and Andrew Read (guest). 



 

 
 
Kathleen Low was personal assistant and secretary to both Robert H Bell and 
R L H B, starting in 1972 until 1999. Her daughter Caroline married my 
cousin Adam Dean, who was an assistant from 1973 -1979. Her son Colin 
started in 1995, and continues as an excellent auctioneer. 
 
 



 



 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 



 

 



 
 

 
 
 
 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
The sale of machinery for Noel Haines Contracting in 2018 was one of our 
larger farm machinery sales. 



 



 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Three of our major agricultural clients during my tenure of the firm have 
been A J Massingberd-Mundy Esq at South Ormsby, Neil Hotchkin Esq at 
Woodhall Spa and the Maitland Family at Somersby, all lovely estates. 
We used to pay staff wages on each estate as well as collect rents, organise 
repairs and insurance, advise on new buildings, drainage, forestry, negotiate 
tenancy agreements, adjust rents, let summer grazing, etc etc. 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



I was fortunate to have a close relationship with the “Squire” Adrian 
Massingberd Mundy, (but no say in his desire to leave his ancient estate to 
the Secret Services). The whisperings in the Massingberd Arms could have 
formed the basis for a novel, but for me it opened up meetings at Thames 
House in London, with people who seemed more like Welsh accountants 
than James Bond. I am so grateful to the Squire’s companion, the talented 
Sarah Perceval, who made the running of the estate easier for the executors.  
  



 

 
 
 
Letter from a representative of MI5 following the slae of the entire estate in 
2016. 
 
 
 



 

 
 
Reference for Mr Parish in 1896 from Stafford Vere Hotchkin Esq. 
 
 
 
 
As regards the Woodhall estate, again a unique estate with its excellent golf 
course, but also a unique client. Neil Hotchkin held the record for the number 
of runs scored in an Eton/Harrow cricket match. He had served in the 
Chindits behind the Japanese lines during the War. He was an autocratic 
figure to be treated with great reverence. I recall manning the front office on 
my own one Saturday morning in the early 1980’s. The phone rang, but when 
I answered it was silent. It did this three times. I thought there was someone 
playing a joke so when it rang shortly after I replied in my best Chinese 
“Hallow, Hong Kong Chinese restaurant”. I was horrified to hear Mr 
Hotchkin’s voice say “OH, I’m so sorry. I’ve got the wrong number!”  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
In 1963 we had a sale of the remaining contents of The Manor House, prior 
to its occupation as “Agriculture House” by the NFU. My sister Alison aged 
10, got bitten on her finger by a red squirrel. 
 
 
 

 
 



 
 

 
 
 
Letter of thanks from Sallie Hotchkin, on the sale of the Woodhall Estate in 
2006. 
 
 



 

 
 
After Neil Hotchkin died in 2004, Womersley House, his prestigious home on 
Horncastle Road, was sold as the market crashed in 2008. It took some time 
to sell again, which we did for the buyer in 2010. It remains one of the 
principal homes in this sought after resort. 



 

 
 

 Top photo shows the Maitland Family about 1960 at the wedding of Sally, 
now Lady Bruce Gardyne. The bottom photo is of the current home at 
Somersby House. 
 
 



 I well remember visiting Sir John Maitland ill in his bedroom at Harrington 
Hall, but still a commanding figure. He arrived after the Second World War 
to be Conservative MP for the Horncastle Constituency. He purchased the 
Thimbleby Estate from the exors of Rueben Roberts, and lived at Roughton 
Hall. Grampa managed to buy the Somersby Estate and Harrington Hall for 
him. Consequently, Roughton Hall was sold and became a school. (I went and 
ran away aged 7). 

 



 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
In the early 1990’s we sold Harrington Hall for the Executors of Lady 

Maitland. After a year the purchaser needed to sell and we knew a 
prospective buyer from earlier would be interested, and consequently sold 

the Hall again, this time to the Price Family who despite the Hall being 
raised to the ground by a fire on November 4th, have transformed it into a 

lovely home, and bought additional land to successfully resurrect an 
agricultural estate. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
My grandfather (Hay Bell) said that during his lifetime nearly every farm 
along the Caistor High Street had changed hands. 
 
I have been fortunate enough to have overseen the sales of Harrington Hall 
twice, of the Woodhall Estate in 2006 and the South Ormsby Estate in 2016. 
 
Our firm has had the good fortune to be instructed in many of the loveliest 
homes across Lincolnshire. 
 

 

  
  
Retirement beckons in 2020. 
 


