
 

If you asked most people who are interested in the history of C19 organ building in Britain, ôWhat do 
you know about the work of Bevingtonõs workshops in Soho in London?õ, they would say something 
like, ôThey made a lot of small organs, didnõt they?õ.  Thatõs true of course ð the firm did just that, 
and they can be found in many churches and chapels up and down the country.  But just to say 
ôBevingtons made small organsõ does not tell the whole story, as we will see. 

This morning Iõd like to concentrate on the more unusual aspects of the work of the firm, onwards 
from 1839 when Henry Bevington senior died.  For the next 45 or so years, it was Henry Bevington 
junior who directed the business, later together with his younger brother Martin.  But first we need to 
look at the general background to their work. 

Background 

 

Like the 1820s had been, the 1840s had been another pivotal period in London organ building, when 
new generations in their family firms took over control, or new partnerships (such as Hill & Davison, 



then Gray & Davison), or new businesses such as Walkers, Willis and Holdich came to the fore ð 
among a plethora of others.  In the 1840, a new market for organs for both restored and newly-built 
churches was beginning to open up.   

 

Then the Great Exhibition in 1851 drew the attention of businesses to the possibilities of much wider 
export markets ð and the standards and efficiency these demanded of organ builders.  The scene was 
set for the rest of the dramatic opera of typical Victorian semi-industrialised organ building, with its 
cast of often larger than life characters and their supporting choruses of pundits and players.  

 

Bevingtonõs firm was well-established by 1851; it was founded by the first Henry Bevington during 
the last few years of the C18, almost certainly in Soho.  He had been apprenticed in 1792 to Jonathan 
Ohrmann and John Nutt, the former of whom had previously been apprenticed in 1777 to James 
Jones, the last business partner of John Snetzler.  Ohrmann and Nutt were working from Rose Street, 
Soho, in 1794, perhaps having taken over there from James Jones in those premises previously 



occupied by John Snetzler.  Their work took them to Manchester among other places in the following 
years, and presumably Henry Bevington went with them.  He would have finished his apprenticeship 
in 1799, by which time, Ohrmann and Nutt were in Tottenham Court, New Road.  But this is only a 
short distance north of their Soho address in Rose Street, and so the business presumably continued in 
workshops at this address. 

 

When I speak of the ôinnovative Bevingtonsõ, I am not talking only of the organ builderõs side of the 
family. As I reminded the participants in the Barber conference in February 2019, other members of 
his family had also founded businesses under the same difficult circumstances of the 25 years of war 
between the revolutionary French and Napoleon and the rest of Europe. 

 



By 1795 Samuel Bevington had established a leather-manufactory in Bermondsey on the site of former 
paper mills on the Neckinger river in Bermondsey; this became Bevingtons Neckinger Mills in 1801.  
By 1808, another Samuel Bevington (son of Richard) had established the Swan pottery works in 
Hanley near Stoke-on-Trent and he would go on to produce fine pottery in several places in that area.  

 

In 1808, Henry Bevington and his then associate, Mr Goyer (a picture frame maker), advertised an 
innovation: a special contrivance to make blowing an organ more easy.  What this was is not at all 
clear, especially what was meant by the phrase about making the organ as easy to play as a piano.  This 
sounds rather as if the Machine was operated by someone else ð perhaps a house-servant ð rather than 
the player, who would then have just the two piano-like small pedals to operate (the ones for the 
swell-shutters and for changing stops) instead of a third and much more tiring blowing pedal.   

Such a machine might have been used in a forge, perhaps, rather than the more normal organ-like 
bellows.  Or might it have been a machine used in the theatre to blow stage smoke across the scene?  
Soho is very close to theatre land now and it was then. 

Theatre-land ð Pugin and the Bevingtons 

 



Henry Bevington married Elizabeth Ling in 1812.  In the same year, and in the same part of London, 
Augustus Pugin was born, and he was to have a very considerable influence on his younger 
contemporaries, Henry Bevington junior and Martin.  Augustus Puginõs short and turbulent life was 
certainly spent being inventive and energetic.  In his later teens, he was already haunting the demi-
monde of the theatres as well as designing furniture for Windsor castle.  In 1831, at the precocious 
age of 19, he was commissioned to design the scenery for the London première at Covent Garden of 
ôKenilworthõ, the opera by Donizetti based on Walter Scottõs novel.  He forthwith lost no time in 
marrying an actress. 

The course of Puginõs architectural life would lead him to design many churches, most of them 
Roman Catholic (including five cathedrals), but a few Church of England ones as well.  Naturally, all 
these needed organs, as did Puginõs own houses and his large private church at Ramsgate.  And very 
many of the organs for these places were made by the younger Bevingtons ð about 15 in all.  They also 
made an organ for the church of the ancestral birthplace of Puginõs mother, Catherine Welby, at 
Denton on the Leicestershire-Lincolnshire border near Belvoir castle and one for the church at 
Wymeswold in eastern Leicestershire that AWN Pugin restored for Henry Alford.  Although ð as 
with everyone else ð Pugin occasionally expressed his exasperation with the Bevington brothers, the 
three men seem to have had faithful and even cordial business dealings.  This association with Pugin 
could well have been further inspiration for the innovative tendencies of the Bevingtons.   

 

In fact, in the 1830s any idea that overall architectural taste would change from classical to Gothic 
would have been almost revolutionary.  But this innovative transition did take place, quite suddenly 
and it was pioneered by Pugin. The catalyst for this architectural revolution was the choice of what 
was then called ôElizabethan Gothicõ for the new houses of parliament.  And it was the ôgothicõ 
drawings by Pugin for these buildings that enabled Charles Barry to win the competition for their 
design.  The parliament buildings were constructed throughout the 1840s on the largest building site 
in Europe. And, as is well known, almost their entire decorative and furnishing schemes were also 
designed by Pugin, right up to his death in 1852.   



Exhibition organs  

 

The Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations in 1851 was the brainchild of the 
inventor and engineer, Henry Cole, and was the first of its kind.  This Exhibition formed the book-
end to the pivotal decade of the 1840s; inevitably and rightly it was Pugin who designed its highly-
influential medieval court.  Although it is not certain that the Bevingtons exhibited, it is surely the 
case that they did.  Their absence from the records of the jury might well be due to the fact placing 
organs for six months in the humid and hot climate generated by the glass-house design of the Crystal 
Palace would have been dangerous for them.  A safer ploy would have been to exhibit a series of small 
organs.  By changing these from time to time, their organs would have suffered much less harm, and 
perhaps that it what the Bevingtons did. 

However, it seems that the Bevingtons did not lose the opportunity the Great Exhibition gave them 
for publicity.  A list of about 250 organs made and installed by the firm, dateable from internal 
evidence to about 1851, was found by Andrew Cooper.  



 

It had been pasted to the back of the music desk of the one-manual Bevington barrel and finger organ 
installed at Rockbourne church in Hampshire in 1851.  This organ is not on the list, which suggests 
that someone may have bought the organ as a result of having seen this advertisement.   

The organ at Rockbourne is described in the list as a Church Barrel and Finger Organ.  It is one of the 
last of its type, with a ôgothick with a kõ style of casework with gilt dummy front pipes.  

 

At the end of the list, is the first description of the various kinds of small organs, already fully worked 
out, that were to become the typical Bevington ôchancelõ organs of later years, although they are not 
described as such there. 



 

Following the Great Exhibition, the style of small organs changed quite radically.  Their new designs 
were based on the ômedievalõ organs exhibited at the Exhibition which had been decorated by various 
artists, and on the much plainer designs by George Street which were illustrated in John Baronõs 
ôScudamore Organsõ book.  

 

The Bevingtons certainly adopted the general forms of George Streetõs simple designs, but for the 
next three decades they also decorated the front pipes and cases of their organs of all sizes, to the 
extent that this became almost their trademark or signature, as we will see.  

 



Colosseum 

 

But before the 1851 Great Exhibition, the Bevingtons had already made a name for themselves in 
another large and permanent exhibition in London.  At the head of the c1851 list came their two 
organs at the Colosseum in Regentõs Park: ôThe Grand Apollonicon, Cyclorama, removed to the 
Colosseumõ, and ôThe Grand Orchestral Organ at the Colosseumõ.  The Colosseum was an enormous 
domed round building on the south-east side of Regentõs Park, designed in grand classical style by 
Decimus Burton.   

 



It was built from 1823 to 1827 to house what was then (and since) the largest painting in the world. 
This was a view of the whole of London, drawn by Thomas Horner from the top of the lantern of St 
Paulõs cathedral while its cross and ball were being replaced in 1821-2.  The Colosseum was like an 
indoor theme park, and its various exhibitions and shows were major attractions in London.  Although 
it went through the hands of various impresarios, it lasted until 1874-5 when it was demolished.  

 

We cannot find an illustration of either of these two organs, but what the press called ôthe Grand 
Apollonicon organõ was described with a few useful details.  However, it is not certain which of the 
two Colosseum organs is being described here, partly because the title of ôGrand Apolloniconõ seems 
to have been used for any large organ made for public exhibitions, ever since the first of these was 
made by Flight & Robson around 1817.  We need to remember that no other organ had previously 
been made in Britain larger than about 30-35 stops, so anything over 40 stops was regarded as highly 
unusual and adventurous.  It ought also to be said that it seems that these organs worked, in contrast 
with the Cavaillé-Coll brotherõs large organ at St Denis near Paris which was being built at about the 
same time.  This and all other large continental organs were subsequently made to work only by 
applying techniques developed in England in the first decades of the 19th century and taken abroad by 
John Abbey and (later) Charles Barker.  



 

With these two organs so well known to the public, the younger Bevingtons were perhaps the natural 
choice to build two other large new organs.  The first of these large instruments was made in 1854 
with 49 stops for St Martin in the Fields. With a very substantial pedal division as well as fully-
developed choruses on all four divisions, this was a monumental organ.   Just as its construction was 
nearly complete, a fire in the early afternoon of Sunday 21 May 1854 in the Rose Yard part of the 
factory destroyed ôthe whole exterior part of a magnificent organõ, (Daily News, 22 May 1854), the 
one for St Martinõs, along with all the tools of the workmen ð probably furniture-making journeymen 
ð who were employed in making the elaborate casework.  Fortunately, the rest of the organ was in 
the larger premises in Greek Street, but this must have been a severe blow, and to remake the 
casework (assuming that it was not altered at this time) to the known designs of Thomas Allom would 
have delayed the completion of the project significantly.  Any later criticisms of the organ might be 
better understood in the light of this near-catastrophe.      



 

Nothing daunted, in the next year they constructed one with 48 speaking stops for the very public 
chapel of the Foundling Hospital chapel.  In both of these organs, the Bevingtons employed many of 
the unusual and new features pioneered in English organs, together with some which seem to be 
innovations exhibited at the Great Exhibition and some thought up by the Bevingtons themselves.  In 
the Foundling organ, the Great has three unison Open Diapasons, two Principals and a short-compass 
Tromba ð and indeed an octave coupler to take advantage of the long 61-note keyboard compass, as if 
what seems to be a vast chorus with three mixtures totaling ten ranks was not enough.  On the Swell 
there was a Doublette Mixture with the usual two ranks, but the lower-pitched three-rank mixture 
was delightfully named a ôTripletõ and there was a complete reed chorus from a 16õ Trombone to a 4õ 
Clarion.  The Pedal division also had an octave coupler, and this is an early but not unique example of 
this fairly rare feature. 

At this time, in the early 1850s, it seems that the Bevingtons employed a permanent staff of about 18 
men and three apprentices, but these would have been supplemented by journeymen as required. 

Whatever may have happened at the 1851 Great Exhibition, we do know that the Bevington brother 
did not lose the chance of showing their work wherever possible in subsequent exhibitions.  In 1855 
they took organs to the Paris Exhibition ð had they met Charles Barker in London in 1851?  Almost 
certainly they had ð and they gained a medal there ....  

They were already no strangers to exporting organs.  Their c1851 list shows that they had sent organs 
to Mexico, India, Canada, Spain and the West Indies, and they made an organ for an independent 
chapel in Paris in the early 1850s.  



 

When a slightly smaller-scale Industrial and Arts Exhibition took place in Cromwell Road in London 
in 1862, the Bevingtons exhibited and won more medals.  This time, fortunately, we even know what 
two of the organs they exhibited looked like.  If you can take your eyes away from the highly-
characteristic design of the large organ with its prominent bass drum and look down towards the left, 
you will see a small ôchancelõ organ with, presumably, a 4õ front.  Its overall height scarcely reaches 
the impost of the large organ, which also towers over the men standing around it.  This large organ 
subsequently went to two large music rooms in private houses and then to the equally remarkable 
town hall concert room in Ealing, before being sold off for parts in the 1950s.   

 

At another Exhibition, ten years later in 1872, the Bevingtons exhibited two organs to illustrate their 
production of chancel organs, which was by then a significant part of their business.  These two organs 
were apparently designed by Martin Bevington, whose signature appears in the lower right-hand 



corners of these drawings, and they exemplify the gradual stylistic shift in the appearance of their 
organs that was happening as time went on. 

 

Organs for Roman Catholic churches  

Let us now leave exhibitions and return to the 1851 list.  In it, out of nearly 250 organs there are 53 
organs made for Roman Catholic churches, chapels, colleges, monasteries and nunneries.  About 
three-quarters of these are in England and about a quarter in Ireland.  Not surprisingly, a substantial 
number of these were made for buildings designed by Augustus Pugin.  They include the one in his 
own large chapel at Ramsgate in Kent, and he also had a small one in his adjacent house.  It has been 
thought that James Bishop took the lionõs share of the new market for organs in Roman Catholic 
churches, but in fact the Bevingtons took a large part of it too.  

 



At Ushaw college they even replaced an earlier Bishop organ with a new one made in 1885 for the 
enlarged chapel as well as making a smaller ôchancelõ organ for the chapel of the junior school, which 
had been designed by Puginõs son Edward at about the same time. 

From the 1830s onwards, the young Martin Bevington, who must have been a more than capable 
organist, very frequently played at the opening of the firmsõ organs.  

 

One of these was the large church organ which survived in restorable condition until earlier this year 
in the parish church of Wickham near Newbury.  Here the Revd Mr Nicholson had rebuilt the church 
to designs by Benjamin Ferrey, one of Puginõs pupils, and supplied both the organ and a well-paid 
organist.  This organ was ð rather unusually ð opened twice by Martin Bevington, in 1850 and again in 
1851 after it had been enlarged.  Its stop-list, which prefigures the large London organs, is on the 
hand-out, together with a note of which pipework now (Spring 2021) survives from this organ. 

Smaller church and house organs 

During the three decades from the 1850s right through to the end of the 1870s, organs of all sorts and 
sizes were leaving Soho at the rate of about one a week.  Although the Bevingtonsõ production 
included a large number of their small ôchancelõ organs, based on those described in the 1851 list, it 
would be completely wrong to suppose that these were identical instruments.  On the contrary, those 
organs made with the same number of manuals and the same stop-lists were not in fact made 
identically. 

For a start, there was scope for considerable variation in their layouts.  The normal style used in their 
one-manual organs was to have the basses of the 16õ rank, playable from the keyboard as well as the 
pedals, sited at the back of the organ. Then the smaller ranks were placed at the back of the 
soundboard and were accessible through a trap-door in the back of a light-weight swell-box.  The 
front swell-shutter frame was placed on the soundboard, to leave the whole of the Open Diapasonõs 
pipes unenclosed.  The consoles are built out over the pedalboard and the console cover when opened 
became the music desk. 



 

Nor was the layout of the soundboard always the same.  This sometimes had to be laid out 
asymmetrically (as this organõs is) because of an awkwardly-placed medieval arch or the need to leave 
a passage along one side of the organ into a vestry and the blowerõs area behind it.  

The smaller organs that were placed free-standing in a church were more standardised, quite 
naturally, but even here there are variations in size, as you can see, with some Open Diapason ranks 
going down just to bass F in open case pipes, with casework scaled smaller accordingly. 

   

The Building News July 12th 1872                                                 Bevington chancel organ built c1885 forC 
Showing the Bevington & Sons of Soho chancel organs                         Congregational church Greasbrough, Yorks 

exhibited at the London International Exhibition                                   West Riding, now in Kendal PC, CumbriaC 

Another important feature of these smaller chancel organs is that the scaling and voicing of their 
pipework was by contrast not small-scale.  Their thin swell-boxes do modify their tone somewhat, 
which is a good thing when there are (or rather were) singers nearby in their choir stalls, and of 



course the primary job of these organs was to accompany village church choirs.  In other situations, 
when these organs have been moved, removing the swell-box (or just the shutters) gives the organ 
much more breadth of tone and power; quite strong enough to accompany a large congregation if the 
organs are carefully positioned.  

In other words, Bevingtons had found a way of making organs at accessible prices in versions that 
were variable enough for all situations.  Although some parts of them, such as reservoirs with their 
bellows, may have been somewhat standardised, differences in their voicing suggest that they may 
have been made by teams of workers.  Some of these small organs are voiced on a low wind-pressure 
of about 2ĳó wind pressure with pipework tip-holes that are quite open, while other organs are on a 
slightly higher wind-pressure with therefore systematically smaller tip-holes.  But the scaling in both 
versions is basically the same.  

The 11-stop organ now in Kendal parish church was definitely voiced for maximum effect in a 
Yorkshire Congregational church and its lusty hymn-singing.  It is of course much louder than an 
organ made for a house, but itõs also much more forthright than would be normal in a chancel organ 
made for Church of England choirs.   

With such a large through-put of organs, of about one per week in the middle decades of the C19, it 
was necessary to mark essential components and the pipework with a job number.   

 

Glued inside the soundboard there is a large, pre-printed label onto which the organõs number, year-
date and the place for which the organ was made were written in ink.  The largest octaves of wooden 
pipes and the largest metal pipes also have this number marked on them.  The loss of the firmõs 
business records when the Soho workshops were bombed in 1941 has meant that a full work-list could 
be compiled only by using these job numbers and dates ð and the month-dates on a bass pallet ð inside 
the soundboard.  This would be a large task, since there are at least 1200 organs to find, research and 
list. 

These soundboard labels often also include something else that is practically unique to Bevingtonsõ 
organs: their medals from three successive Exhibitions, at Paris in 1855, London in 1862 and Paris 
again in 1867.  After this last date, they displayed them on the consoles, using either stuck-on labels 



 

with gold print, or written out with their typical and also unique fine lettering in black or sometimes 
gilded, as well as being printed on the labels in the soundboards.  The citations were for ôexcellence of 
toneõ, among other things.  And this may have been emphasised as a public reply to Henry Smartõs 
criticism of their organ at St Martinõs in the Fields.  It is true that sometimes their voicing is not so 
immediately ingratiating in the way that the rather unfocussed voicing of say Hillõs voicing might be, 
but their bright and quick-speaking stopped diapason basses and clear choruses are thoroughly effective 
musically in the same slightly brisk no-nonsense way that is also characteristic of Snetzlerõs pipework.   

 

The Bevingtonõs expertise in making organs extended to a system of packing them with colour-coded 
instructions for assembly on arrival.  This could have been done by local organ builders or even 
workmen who were part of a churchõs congregations where organ builders were in short supply, such 



as in the colonies.  One would love to know what these instructions were ð they might well be copied 
with real advantages in present circumstances, when organs have to be saved from destruction by 
being rapidly and efficiently dismantled and stored in transit. 

 

At some time in the later 1850s or earlyõ60s, another unique feature of Bevingtonõs organs was 
introduced.  This was to cast the metal alloy for front pipes onto a grooved steel plate that gave these 
front pipes of their organs a characteristic ribbed finish.  There are two possible reasons for doing this: 
first, because the metal cools quickly on the steel, it is relatively strong for its fairly low tin content.  

 

Equally important is that this ribbed finish holds paint much better than a smooth surface, and we have 
seen how integral the art of decorating front pipes had become a part of the aesthetic appeal of 
Bevington organs.  Those of their clients who were able to afford the extra few pounds for this work 
would have had skilled artists at their command.  I hope that someone will find time soon to research 
this aspect of English organ building thoroughly. 



 

Two Bevington organs I know well have glass windows in the faceboards of their soundboards.  The 
only sensible reason I can think of for doing this, which risks leaks from broken or loose glass, is to 
show what there is inside the wind-well in the soundboards: the pallets and their pull-wires, guide 
pins and springs.  These windows suggest to me that organs with them were made for exhibition and, 
as we have seen, their large 1862 Exhibition organ had windows in its casework so that people could 
view its mechanisms.  Since it is known that Snetzler exhibited important organs for home and export 
in what he called his ôwarehouseõ in Dean Street, it is likely that these two organs also started life by 
being shown there.  

In both of these organs, their date of making, as noted on their pallets, predates the date of their first-
known installations, and this fact strengthens my supposition.  One of these was made in 1864 but it 
was not installed until 1868 in its present home in the midlands.  The other was made in 1872 and was 
first installed four years later in masonic rooms in London.  In 1909, it was moved, altered and 
loudened, to masonic rooms in Duke Street, Paddington.  This is the organ now in the English 
(Church of England) church in Menton in the extreme SE of France. 

 

The organ now at Menton organ has another special feature which may also indicate its origin as a 
workshop-exhibition piece.  Its key-fall hinge straps are not made of iron as would be normal, but they 



are formed from brass, cut to a different design from solid plates, which were then electrolytically 
plated with silver.  This was not obvious at first because the silver had completely blackened, and I 
discovered this only when starting to clean the straps.  They are now silvered again. 

 

If the hinge straps are shaped like these and are not like the usual iron straps, they may well be of 
silvered brass too, and quite possibly for a special reason as well, such as being made for a house. 

Stop-lists 

Both of these organs with ôwindowsõ have slightly unusual stop-lists as well, with seemingly as much 
variety as was possible to pack into them.   

By the later 1840s, stop-lists of Bevingtonõs organs were moving away from well-trodden post-
classical paths, and were introducing bell gambas and harmonic and other flutes on the lines of those 
also being pioneered by Hill and Willis.  

 



In addition, the Bevingtons used harmonic flutes even in their smaller organs, and that was unusual at 
the time. The 1850-1 large church organ made for Wickham church in Berkshire, had a plethora of such 
ônoveltyõ stops, with Salicional, Horn Diapason, Violin Gamba, a harmonic Suabe Flute, and even a 
prepared-for Horn Lein which must be unique to a mid-C19 church organ in England.  Unfortunately 
we donõt know what that was actually intended to be, since no archaeology at all was done on that 
unfortunate organ before the churchõs own congregation was shamefully allowed to break it up. 

Mechanical arrangements 

With respect to mechanical innovations, I will confine myself to some general points, for lack of time.  

Making two-manual organs for rooms with restricted height is a challenging prospect, as any organ 
maker who has done so will know.  This is because an organõs keyboards have to be set at a playable 
height up from floor level and the soundboards have to be placed low enough to allow sufficient height 
for the majority of their pipework to stand directly on them.  The small vertical distance that is left 
between keyboards and soundboards does not leave, as you can see, enough height for a normal 
English-style backfall and roller-board system to be used.  This problem is amplified when the organ is 
set into an alcove, as might often be the arrangement in a house or small chapel.  

 

In such situations, the problem is even greater because the Great soundboard is also sometimes set out 
symmetrically on an M-chest with a passage through its centre so as to provide access to the Swell 
beyond it.  Such an M-chest would need a roller-board with as many rollers as there are keys and this 
would take up around 21ó of height overall, far more than the height actually available.  

 



 

 

In the midlands organ, the Bevingtons solved this problem by placing a horizontal rollerboard under 
each soundboard with transmission from the keys to its rollers via squares, and with another set of 
squares from them to the pallet pulls.  Fitting in the trackers from squares to rollers is very difficult in 
such a situation, so in this organ the trackers and squares have unusual characteristics.   



 

Here, the lower arms of the mahogany squares have projecting wires which go through holes bored 
into the flattened-off ends of the trackers, instead of the tracker wires passing horizontally through the 
ends of the arms of the squares in the conventional way.  This system, though, pre-supposes Great or 
Swell soundboards that are each at least around 24 inches from front to back, meaning that each would 
have at least eight ranks of pipework on it, as is the case in this organ.  But smaller church and house 
organs do not have as many stops as this.  

 

In the organ now in Menton, because the Great soundboard has only six stops on it, the same problem 
had to be solved another way.  In this organ as it was originally made, that was achieved by placing a 
single rollerboard-frame behind and below the level of the keyboards, with the rollers for the Great on 
one side of it and the Swell on the other.  When the organ was moved to its second home in 1909, 


