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Thomas Littlejohn Brash 
The rise and fall of a St Albans headmaster 

 

 

 

The research reported here – on the life of Thomas Littlejohn Brash – developed 

from a study of the history of the Spencer Street British School1,2 in St Albans. This 

school was established by dissenters in 1847, became a Board School, and was 

then absorbed into a much larger Board School in the Hatfield Road in the 1880s. 

 

Mr Brash was a pupil teacher at the Spencer Street School and, in 1866, became 

its master at the age of 20. Later he became head of the Hatfield Road Board 

School. He was clearly well respected by the local people and by the School Board, 

but when he was in his mid forties a warrant was issued for his arrest. He and his 

family ‘left town’. What happened to him? Why did he do whatever he did? And 

what happened next? 

 

Family websites provided a starting point, although there was not much 

information available. One of his descendents had posted several messages since 

the early 2000s asking about him. Her questions pointed me in the right direction 

at critical points in his life story, and I am very grateful to her.  

 

Mr Brash’s personal story is a sad one, but it also illustrates some of the issues 

which faced early school boards: the rapidly increasing demands on them to 

provide school places for poor children, their members’ lack of expertise and 

experience in running a public service, the lack of audit, the continuing tensions 

between mere compliance with the law and genuine commitment to education for 

poor children, and the related tension between the obligation to provide education 

for all and keeping the rates (local taxes) as low as possible. There were also 

issues around religion and religious teaching. 

 

 

The Brash family 

Thomas Littlejohn Brash was born in 1846 in Haddington, Dunbartonshire, 

Scotland. His father was John Brash. By 1851 Thomas aged 5, his mother Helen, 

and three other children, David (6), Helen (3), Johan Magdalen (1) were living in 

High Street, Harpenden, a town near St Albans. The census shows his mother as 

the head of the household and a tea dealer. His father was not recorded. It is 

possible he was in prison at this time.  

Thomas’ younger sister Johan (later called Joan) ran the village shop in Harpenden 

until 1891, when she returned to Scotland.  

 

                                           
1 Janet Ouston (in preparation) From Schoolhouse to Warehouse: Nineteenth Century Education in the 
Abbey Parish, St Albans. 
2 The British and Foreign School Society ran non-denominational schools which were mainly used by 
non-conformist families. The National Society for the Education of the Poor in the Principles of the 
Established Church ran schools according to Church of England practice. Both received grants from 
central government throughout the 19th century but British Schools were much less well funded. 
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Thomas Littlejohn Brash, his early life 

In 1861 Thomas, aged 15, was living in Harpenden. His occupation is recorded in 

the census as a pupil teacher.  

 

In 1866 at the age of 20 he became the third headmaster of the Spencer Street 

school, where he remained until 1885 when it closed.  The school, which had a tiny 

building, was clearly a success with the local non-conformist population and it grew 

from having around 30 boys to over 100 by the time it closed. 

 

 

 
 

Spencer Street British School, 20083 
 

 

But Her Majesty’s Inspectors’ (HMI) reports were sometimes less than positive. On 

several occasions they mentioned the poor quality of the building, the lack of 

playground space,  and the over-crowding. 

 

In the 1871 census Thomas’s mother was still in Harpenden. She is listed as a 

grocer, and Johan as an apprentice dressmaker. The other children appear to have 

left home. Thomas, aged 25, was living in lodgings in St Peter’s Street, St Albans. 

His occupation is given as ‘certificated teacher’. 

 

In 1879 the Spencer Street school became a Board school. The non-conformists 

were campaigning strongly to have a new Board school built on the corner of Hill 

Street and Mount Pleasant; they argued that a non-denominational Board school 

should be built for non-conformist families in the Abbey parish to replace the 

                                           
3 Photographs were taken by the author, except where stated. Photos from the St Albans Museums 
collection are reproduced with their permission. 
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Spencer Street school. But the School Board eventually decided that the existing 

Anglican and Board schools in the town provided enough school places for local 

children and that ‘parishes’ were no longer relevant.4 

 

In 1881 Thomas, aged 35, was living as a lodger at 4 Hazelwood Terrace, next to 

Christ Church vicarage. This house no longer exists.  

 

In 1882 he married Catherine (Kate) Dryden, in Stepney. Kate was born in 1857 in 

Hockamurlkin, Norfolk. Thomas was 36 years old and Kate 25. From 1883 to 1888 

the Brash family are included in the local Stevens’ Almanack, living in Hill Street. 

Thomas may have chosen to live here to be close to the school that was never 

built. The St Albans street almanacs of this period list residents in alphabetical 

order, rather than by house number, so it is not possible to locate his house.   

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

Houses in Hill Street, 2009 

 

 

                                           
4 This campaign is recorded in: Urwick, W (1888) Bible truths and church errors: including a lecture 
upon John Bunyan not a Baptist.  London: T Fisher Unwin.  (Section III: The Cross Street Infant School 
and the British School Spencer Street) St Albans Central Library, ref:  230. 
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Kate and Thomas had five children in the early years of their marriage: David John 

(born 1883); Constance Helen (1884); Thomas (1885); Kate Ivy known as Ivy 

(1886); Ella May known as May (1888).  

 

In 1883 the Spencer Street school moved to the old St Peter’s School building in St 

Peter’s Street, close to the new Hatfield Road Board School, with Thomas as 

headmaster.  

 

 

 
 

Hatfield Road Board School, opened 1881 
photo: St Albans Museums, 1970s 

 

 

 

In January 1886 the two schools were ‘merged’ but effectively the Spencer Street 

School was no more, and the building was sold. Thomas became headmaster of the 

new school. From the reports of the School Board meetings5, his opinion was 

frequently sought on matters concerning the development of schooling in the city. 

He appeared to be a well respected headmaster. 

 

 

 

 

                                           
5 The minutes of the St Albans School Board, and of its committees, are lost. The local newspaper, the 
Herts Advertiser, contained full reports of their public meetings. But no records of private committee 
meetings remain. 
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Hatfield Road Board School class, 1880s 
photo: St Albans Museums6 

 

 
 

‘Thos Littlejohn Brash certificated teacher 1st class having been appointed headmaster of the Hatfield 
Road School (by the St Albans School Board) on the amalgamation of the above named school with the 
Spencer Street (Old School) Hatfield Road re-opened the school after the Xmas holidays this morning at 
8.45.’ 

Hatfield Road School logbook, January 18th, 18867 

                                           
6 The schoolmaster in this photo is unknown, but is not likely to be Mr Brash. As headteacher he would 
have been photographed sitting in the centre of all his pupils. 
7 The school logbook is in the Hertfordshire Archives and Local Studies collection ref: HED1/132/1. 
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Thomas refers to himself as ‘teacher 1st class’. Had attended a teacher training 

college at some point? An educational historian advised: 

 
‘… there is very unlikely to be any institution involved in this process.  Many elementary school 
teachers, in voluntary and Board schools, who had gone through the pupil teacher system and 
eventually become 'certificated', were in subsequent years raised by their school's HMI to the 
level of 'first-class certificate'.  I have come across examples of individuals who write to friends 
to say after an HMI inspection that they had been 'raised to the first class' in just that phrase.  
It was naturally helpful for subsequent careers.  Some not surprisingly wrote it into their CVs 
and you can find examples in school log books which heads of schools in receipt of government 
grant were required by regulation to keep at one time.  So not a college but an HMI was the 
source of authority.’8   

 

In February 1886 Mr Brash told the School Board:  
 
‘… there were several children who came to school on Monday without their fees, and he asked 
what steps he should adopt under the circumstances?’   

 

He was told by the clerk: 

 
‘… a resolution has previously been passed, providing that if the children did not being their 
fees by Tuesday morning they should be sent back. This, if acted upon, should meet the 
difficulty.’9 

 

This is a significant issue given later events. 

 

By 1888 Mr Brash’s headship was under threat. The monthly reports of open 

School Board meetings published in the Herts Advertiser present the broad view, 

but these are not entirely coherent as minutes of the Board’s private meetings in 

committee were not published. 

 

 

Report of the School Board meeting, June 16th 1888 

The Board reported the poor achievement of Hatfield Road students in the HMI’s 

annual examination.  In 1886, there was a 69% pass rate, and in 1887 it was 

66%. Immediately after the 1887 report ‘the Board requested the headmaster to 

resign’. Mr. Brash refused to do this, and … 

 
‘upon the receipt of his refusal, a very serious meeting was held by the Board. There was 
general dissatisfaction felt at the conduct of the school. No one maintained that the school was 
in a good and efficient state, but the school was unanimously condemned by the Board, and it 
felt that in the interests of the parents and of the community, something would have to be 
done. A compromise was agreed upon. Those who thought Mr. Brash should be bidden farewell 
to, gave way to the request of some of the other members of the Board, and the request was 
made that a test examination should take place in May, and Mr. Brash should yield to the 
decision of the Board on that test examination. Mr. Brash then sent the letter of which he was 
moving the production, pledging himself, if the report was discouraging to resign by Aug. 11th. 
The examination had been held, and he asked that Mr. Ricks’  report10 should be produced that 

                                           
8 Personal communication from Peter Gosden, educational historian and writer of the history of the HMI. 
9 Herts Advertiser, February 6th, 1886. 
10 George Ricks was ‘Inspector of Schools to the School Board of London’ and author of many books on 
teaching methods in board schools published at this period. For example Object lessons and how to give 
them, 1883.  
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evening, for the information of the public. The report was considered to be a most encouraging 
report, and if so it would be a matter of great congratulation.’11 

 

There was considerable debate about whether to publish Mr Ricks’ report. The 

reason given for not publishing it was that it would ‘demoralise the school’. Should 

the School Board be left to make their decision in private, or should the public be 

kept informed? Did the public have a right to read the report? It was eventually 

agreed that the report should be published. 

 

 

Mr Ricks’ Report to the School Board 

 
‘This school is in a good state of discipline; and the tone appears to be satisfactory. The 
examination results show, however, that the school is sadly lacking in intelligence; not because 
the boys are dull and unintelligent, but because the teachers deal with little but mechanical 
methods in their teaching. The first object in a school should be education, that is the 
development and training of the mental faculties, leading the scholars to observe and compare, 
and to know the why and wherefore of things. This object has been practically lost sight of, no 
doubt in an anxious desire to prepare children in the shortest possible way for the annual 
examination. It is in the arithmetic, of course, that the rule of thumb processes are most 
apparent. The children can work long sums requiring little but mechanical accuracy; but when 
a little thought is necessary the result is almost a blank.’ 

 

Mr Ricks then gave several examples of these failures, and continued … 
 

The reading is fairly good throughout, and so is the writing and spelling. The writing of 
Standard I and II is very good, but then this is mechanical work. The geography and grammar 
need to be improved by more intelligent teaching; book definitions learnt off by heart should be 
discarded and the children should be encouraged and guided first to form ideas for themselves 
and then to express them in their own simple language.  
 
I am not disposed to attach too much blame to the headmaster for the present not very 

satisfactory state of the school. No doubt he ought to be the life and soul of the school, and his 
influence should be felt in every class but the majority of his assistants are men who have 
spent many years as teachers, and if, after long experience, they have failed to rise to the 
responsibility of their positions as real teachers and not crammers, I very much doubt whether 
it is not now too late to hope for improvement of this. I feel very confident that none but a 
head teacher of very exceptional ability and untiring energy can make this a thoroughly good 
school with the present staff.  
 
I scarcely know whether, in making a recommendation I shall be travelling beyond my 
province, but if not I should say, make no violent change at present but give the head master 
leave to spend a week in one or two of the best London schools, for him to learn the newer 
methods of teaching, and find out the books on methods he should study. Then advise him that 
for the next six months he should divide his time between all the Standards doing his best to 
infuse some enthusiasm into his assistants, and to raise the character of teaching generally. If 
after this probation any of the teachers fail to come up to the necessary standard of proficiency 
then they will have little cause of complaint if your Board see fit to fill their places with more 
promising candidates.’  
 
Signed George Ricks, B.Sc. 
May 1888 

 

A further report from the School Board in the same edition of the Herts Advertiser 

reported an overspend of £215 3s 9d, which was being investigated by the Finance 

Committee as being due to a ‘supposed overcharge for water at Hatfield Road’. 

This would have to have been met by an additional levy on the ratepayers. While 

this may have had little public significance at the time, it may in hindsight be the 

                                           
11 Reported in the Herts Advertiser, June 16th, 1888. Extensive quotations have been included from the 
Herts Advertiser reports of School Board meetings in 1888 and 1889 to give the flavour of their debates. 
Punctuation and upper case is as in the original newspaper report. 
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first report of financial problems at the school. Was the call for Mr Brash’s 

resignation only partly due to the poor examination results? Did the Board hope to 

use an adverse report from Mr Ricks as a way of getting rid of Mr Brash before his 

dishonesty became known more widely? Perhaps their request for his resignation 

was to give him an opportunity to go without this becoming known?  

 

School Board meetings, 1889 

On February 16th, the Herts Advertiser published a rather confused report of the 

School Board meeting held the previous Monday, that is on February 11th. The 

Board were still dissatisfied with Mr Brash and Mr Barnes ‘had tendered his 

resignation’. There had been a ‘very slight improvement from the previous year. … 

The school was in very bad odour as to its inefficiency’.  Again, they asked for his 

resignation, taking up his offer made in June 1888 to resign if the examination 

results were not better. Actually they were, but some Board members felt they 

were not good enough. There was considerable discussion about his contract, and 

about reasons to dismiss him. In the main their concerns were: his lack of what we 

would now call management expertise in spite of his good performance as a 

classroom teacher, his appointment of weak staff and his exam results compared 

to other Board schools in St Albans. The Board voted four to three for his dismissal.  

 

On February 15th 1889 the school logbook records:  

 
‘Mr. Brash, having yesterday completed his engagement as HM, the sub-committee appointed 
by the Board have today arranged with Mr. Brash that Mr. Barnes remains in locum tenens 
upon a monthly engagement till a new HM be appointed.’ 

 

On March 12th 1889 the school logbook reports that Mr Brash is  ‘still absent from 

his duties’. 

 

And on March 30th 1889 the Herts Advertiser reported: 

 

‘The clerk to the St Albans School Board, Mr. William Wells, at the instance of his Board, has 

caused a warrant to be issued for the apprehension of Mr. Thomas Littlejohn Brash, until 
recently headmaster of Hatfield-road Boys School. The warrant is signed by Mr. H Partridge 
Smith. The specific charge is that on the 4th of May, 1888, and other dates Mr. Brash 
embezzled moneys which came into his possession, and belonging to the School Board the 
total amount being £124 17s 9½d.  

 
The warrant was placed in the hands of Supt. Pallant, on Tuesday evening last but Mr. Brash is 
stated to have absconded exactly a week previously, and his whereabouts are not known. His 
wife and family are also understood to have left the town. Mr. Brash was master of the St. 
Albans British School from 1866 till 1883 when the school passed to the Board, and he was 
then appointed master at the Hatfield-road School, holding that post till six weeks ago, when, 
owing to the unsatisfactory state of the annual report he was called upon to resign. 
Investigations were then made by the Board, which have resulted in the present charge.’ 

 

On April 16th 1889 the Herts Advertiser published a very long report of the School 

Board’s ‘post mortem’. The report is headed ‘THE EMBEZZLEMENT OF ST ALBANS 

SCHOOL BOARD’S FUNDS, IMPORTANT DISCUSSION AT THE BOARD MEETING, 

THE MEMBERS MAKING THEIR EXCUSES’ which reflects the concerns that the 

Board had about their own contribution to these very sad events, and possibly 

protecting their own reputations. 

 

The first item was the confirmation of the appointment of John Roe as headmaster 

of the Hatfield Road School from the beginning of the summer term. This was 

followed by the report that headteachers had been instructed to send monthly 
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summaries of school fees received to the chairman of the School Board Finance 

Committee.12 

 

The report started with the chairman’s statement:  

 
‘… each member of the Board heartily deplored the fact that since the last monthly meeting it 
had been found necessary not only to summarily terminate the Board’s engagement with Mr. 
Brash, but also to take the very unpleasant yet very necessary proceeding of issuing a warrant 
for his apprehension, That opened up a somewhat large subject, and first of all it would, 
perhaps, not be out of place for anyone to make a few references, first of all to the more 
sentimental and yet very sad and wretched downfall of a man who for very many years 

formerly in his life occupied a place of much respect in St Albans. At one period of his life Mr. 
Brash was undeniable AN ESSENTIALLY USEFUL PUBLIC SERVANT and therefore the 
subsequent, and to all of them unexpected downfall, was the more sad and the more to be 
deplored.  

 
But whatever their private feelings might be towards Mr. Brash, they had no option left them 
than to take that severe course of issuing a warrant, because the greatest incitement to guilt 
was the hope of sinning with impunity – and the public duty in this matter was clear and 
unmistakeable – it was to take that most unpleasant course to which he had referred. The 
more personal aspect of the case was the responsibility of the Board in the matter. The fact 
that a public servant had been found guilty of defalcations to the extent of a gross sum of 
nearly £13013 sounded in itself very bad, not only for the offender, but also for those who put 
such a large trust in him. It was necessary, however, to remember that Mr. Brash held a 
responsible position in the city for something like twenty years, and for nineteen years, he 
believed, the accounts of Mr. Brash had been regularly audited by the Government auditor, and 
that during those years they were found to be correct and certified as such. That one fact alone 
would explain the very considerable trust and confidence which every member of the Board put 
in Mr. Brash so far as concerned his integrity and probity in dealing with the finances of the 
Board.  

 
The question came, of course, as to how it was possible for Mr. Brash to carry on that SYSTEM 
OF PECULATION extending back to the time of the last Government audit. It was necessary to 

say frankly that the omission to make a careful examination month by month, of one particular 
book, was due to an overlapping of official duties, and that the duty of checking that book – 
the fee book – had never been defined by the Board. The system followed by the present Board 
was the same as used by their predecessors, and although the bank-book had been regularly 
examined, and showed monthly the balance at the bank, that book would not reveal, or did not 
reveal, and peculations of this character, and the fact, he repeated, that one book had missed 
being regularly checked, was due to the fact that official duties had overlapped one another, 
and that that particular duty had not hitherto been defined. Of course the Board had a lively 
appreciation of their responsibility in the matter and a careful and thorough reorganization of 
the official duties of the Board would take place.’  

 

The statement continued with support for Board members and explained that their 

auditing procedures were ‘the same as had been carried on by previous Boards.’ 

  
‘Although the gross deficiency was nearly £130, yet after allowing for certain salaries and other 
claims which Mr. Brash had on the Board, the total loss to the city was £91. But large as that 
sum was it would not embarrass the Board or seriously affect their position during the financial 
year, because there was a surplus of about £70 in one other direction, so that the year’s 
balance sheet would close as a matter of fact with only £20 lost in consequence of these 
defalcations. So that while they all deplored, and would fain have prevented, such an unhappy 
experience as that was, they had the satisfaction of knowing that while the total amount of 
peculation had been £130 there would be no necessity for anything like a supplemental 
demand on the city, and that so far from embarrassing the Board financially they would only be 
affected to the extent of £20.    
 

                                           
12 At this period families had to pay ‘school pence’ every week for their children to attend school. The 
Board could remit these for very poor families. But for the rest sums of around 3d (three old pence, 
1.25p) were paid for each child.  
13 His annual salary would have been around this amount. 
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The Rev G. P. H. GLOSSOP said he could hardly allow the opportunity to pass without adding 
something to the discussion. He was profoundly discontented with the way this matter had 
been conducted. He had noticed, since he had been on the Board, there was always the bad 
system that they must “BUTTER” ONE ANOTHER at all hazards and to any conceivable extent 
rather than injure anybody’s reputation. The interests of the school and the neighbourhood had 
been affected by retaining an inefficient master for a long time because members of the Board 
had not the moral courage to say “That man must go”. The Board’s business was likely to be 
misconducted when the members had not the courage to express their opinion. He had 
attended several committee meetings, at which the members sat for several hours, but they 
got no further that they were before. He thought the public should know that at least one 
member thought the Board had acted with a great deal of moral cowardice in the matter, and 
that they dare not stand up and express their convictions as to what was right towards the 
ratepayers of the city. 
 
The Rev. H. W. TAYLOR said the previous speaker had made a rather grave indictment against 
the Board – an indictment which he supposed Mr. Glossop would be willing to plead guilty to as 
a member of the Board, because that gentleman had not gone into details about the matter. 
Although no one suspected Mr. Glossop of not having the courage of his convictions, he had 
thought it better, and perhaps wisely so, to forego for the present any scrutinizing of details 
relating to the unhappy circumstances which had brought them together that night. They were 
all united in agreeing that a grave crisis had been reached in the history of that Board. Their 
headmaster had misappropriated public funds; those facts were beyond dispute.  
 

The public had a right to ask how such things had occurred, and then would follow the question 
whether the Board had taken reasonable precautions to prevent the malversation14 of the 
public finances. With regard to the deficiency this was the damning fact of the whole business, 
that during a period of about twelve months there had disappeared from the Board’s income 
from Hatfield-road school, fully-two thirds of the whole amount – absolutely disappeared. He 
could quite understand how a little amount could be taken from public or private funds without 
being missed at a cursory glance but as he said in committee so he repeated it now, it was 
preposterous and unaccountable that two thirds of the income should disappear without 
anyone knowing anything about it. The public had a right to inquire how that had occurred, and 
it was only right that without imprudently speaking of any details, they should state what their 
arrangements were with regard to finance. They had a gentleman who was treasurer to the 
Board, and that gentleman was also the manager of the local branch of the Board’s bankers. 
The treasurer received no salary, but the small honorarium of £5 a year, and the question 
occurred in their minds, with regard to him, what were his duties? If it was his duty, or if it 
were imagined that it were his duty to check all amounts that were paid in to him, he ought to 
do it very thoroughly, which would involve the close scrutiny of the summary of attendances at 
the Hatfield-road School, and also checking the fees. It would be preposterous to think that he 
would do that. Still there was this difficulty in regard to his administration, that he and his 
clerks had never noticed.’  

 

The second half of the report is a somewhat inconclusive attempt to decide who 

was to blame for the auditing failure. Were they all to blame collectively? Were just 

officers to blame? Was the treasurer mainly responsible, or the clerk, or the clerk’s 

clerk? It was clear that there were no clear ‘job descriptions’ for the officers and 

the chair of the finance committee resigned. They deferred taking decisions to a 

later date. 

 

 

On May 13th 1889 the school logbook recorded that Mr John Roe ‘commenced his 

duties as HM of this school’ and on May 18th the clerk was instructed to inform the 

Education Department about Mr Brash. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                           
14 ‘Malversation’: corrupt behaviour by a person in public office or a position of trust (from the Oxford 
English Dictionary). 
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After St Albans 

Mr Brash and his family ‘left town’ in mid February 1889. There is no evidence that 

he was arrested or charged. His name does not appear in the court records15 of the 

period. A contributor to a family website reported that he moved to Peckham in 

south London and became a teacher there. The 1881 and 1891 censuses recorded 

several families named Brash so it is very possible that the family moved to live 

with other family members. He was not employed by the School Board for London16 

which is not surprising as there remained a warrant for his arrest. By March 1891 

he was using the name ‘Brown’. He is not listed in the School Board for London 

annual reports under either name. But he might have been employed in one of the 

private schools in the district. 

 

The next record of the Brash family is in the Camberwell workhouse deaths register 

for February, 1891. Four of his five children died of measles in the Havil Street 

workhouse infirmary in a two week period. First Thomas on February 4th, then 

Constance on February 9th, then Kate Ivy on February 14th, and Ella May on 

February 17th.17 The oldest, David, aged 7, was the only child to survive. 

 

The impact of these deaths on Thomas and his wife Kate can only be imagined, but 

it raised the question of whether the family was in the Camberwell workhouse after 

they left St Albans and before the children died. Checking the creed, admissions 

and discharge registers of the two workhouses in Camberwell for Brash and Brown 

families from 1889 to 1891 failed to confirm this possibility.18 

 

Although legislation had not been implemented when the children died, it seems 

likely that that the children were admitted to the infirmary under provisions of The 

Public Health (London) Act, 1891 which permitted non-paupers with infectious 

diseases and fevers to be admitted to workhouse hospitals with the costs of 

treatment met by the Boards of Guardians.19 

 

In March 1891 the first record of the Brown family, now living in Cardiff, appears in 

the census.20 Thomas Brown aged 49 (actually 45) born Scotland, wife Kate aged 

37 (actually 34) born in London, David, their son aged 9 (actually 7) born in 

London, were living in Craddock Street, Canton, Cardiff. They are listed as lodger 

and lodger’s wife, with his occupation given as ‘traveller’. They are using a very 

common surname, Brown, and have broken the links with Norfolk and St Albans 

where they were actually born. They have also ‘adjusted’ their ages slightly. Also in 

this census Thomas’ sister Joan was no longer recorded in Harpenden but in the 

Gorbals, Govan, a lodger and church worker. 

 

Thomas and Kate had a sixth child, Mary Catherine Brown, born in Wales in 1894. 

In the 1901 census Mary Brash, born in Wales, is included as a ‘visitor’ in the home 

                                           
15 Hertfordshire Archives and Local Studies ref: QSB43. 
16 London Metropolitan Archives refs: SBL1485 (1889); SBL1486 (1890); SBL1487 (1891). 
17 London Metropolitan Archives ref: X020/404. 
18 London Metropolitan Archives refs: X020/014, X104/248, X104/253, X104/254. 
19 Holdsworth, WA (1891)  The Public Health (London) Act, 1891 London: G Routledge (page 118, 
section 80) Available online: http://www.archive.org/details/publichealthlond00greaiala. 
20 A comment on one of the family websites said that the family were thought to have taken the name 
of Brown and moved to South Wales. 
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of Henry Charles Page, in St Peter’s Street, St Albans.21 Kate Brash is listed as a 

widow, living as a boarder in Barry, Glamorgan.  

 

Searching the death records for the previous ten years, there is no evidence that 

Thomas Brash had died. But there were two Scottish-born Thomas Browns (born 

around 1846) listed. Both died in the Cardiff area, in 1896 and 1898. From the 

death certificates it seemed most likely that Thomas Brash (Brown) died on 

December 5th, 1896 of pneumonia. 
 
 

 
 

Copy of Thomas Brown’s death certificate obtained from the  
General Register Office, June 2009 

 

 

His age is given as 48 years, when he was actually 50, and his occupation as 

‘mason journeyman’. It is certainly possible that he was a mason, and 

‘journeyman’ implies that he was a daily-paid worker. 

 

The ‘informant’ is said to be Catherine Brown, ‘widow of the deceased, present at 

the death’. It was surprising that her signature was ‘X The mark of Catherine 

Brown’ as it seemed very unlikely that the wife of Thomas Littlejohn Brash would 

have been unable to write her name. Perhaps it was her way of avoiding having to 

sign an official document using an assumed name. The address, Byron Street, is in 

central Cardiff, just a few streets away from their address in the 1891 census. 

 

 

Kate and David Brash 

In 1901 Kate Brash was a widow, living as a boarder in Barry. In 1911, aged 54, 

she is listed in the census as being ‘in an institution’ (possibly the workhouse) in 

Pewsey, Wiltshire, and she died in South Tidworth, Hampshire in 1943 aged 87. 

Although these places are in different counties, they are only 13 miles apart. 

 

In the 1901 census David (now aged 18) was recorded at the North Raglan 

Barracks in Devonport, Plymouth, as a private in a ‘provisional battalion’. Because 

the regular army was heavily committed to the war in South Africa, provisional 

battalions were raised to guard against possible invasion from Europe. He would 

have been a volunteer, part-time soldier.  In 1907 he married in Plymouth, and 

was still living there ‘in a household’ in 1911.  

 

 

Wider issues 

This story of an individual headteacher raises many of the issues which we are 

familiar with today: accountability to the public, judging schools using examination 

results regardless of their intake, school funding, inspection, the decision-making 

powers and management responsibility of headteachers, the role of local 

administration - both officers and elected members, training for teachers and 

school leaders, and the place of religion. 

                                           
21 Family sources report that she was ‘adopted’ by the Page family. 
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But it is also the story of one man and his family. Throughout this research I have 

wondered why Mr Brash, who appeared to have  been a well regarded headmaster 

for 20 years, became a thief. There is no way of answering this question but 

possibly the demands of a young wife, a new house and the birth of five children in 

six years over-stretched his finances. Perhaps he could see that his employment 

with the St Albans School Board was coming to an end? From the School Board 

reports they clearly wanted to be rid of him. There were also tensions between 

established church and dissenting Board members about the teaching of religion in 

their schools. Perhaps that put additional pressure on him? Did his theft of school 

pence start in a small way, but as it was not noticed, continued to became a very 

large sum? And where did the money go? 

 

The outcomes of that theft were appallingly harsh. 

 

© Janet Ouston 
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