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Cornwall’s country houses are 
amongst the finest in the British 
Isles, and the more famous, 
such as Godolphin House and 

Cotehele House are consistently appearing 
in the media (including myCornwall) with 
some of these magnificent dwellings and 
gardens providing beautiful backdrops for 
TV and film productions. Away from the 
better known examples there are plenty of 
lesser known houses that have interesting 
histories all of their own. One such house 
is Gladys Holman House, a Grade II listed 
Greek style building, whose grounds and 
buildings are within shouting distance of 
Camborne in West Cornwall. 

It is often the case that when researching 
the history of a building it turns out that it 
is the occupants and their adventures that 
provide the real story concealed behind the 
structure itself and Gladys Holman House, 
also known as Rosewarne House, is no 
exception. In fact, there is little recorded 

about the house itself, but as readers will 
learn there’s a fair amount about those that 
resided in this unique dwelling.

Rosewarne House is described as being 
a Greek revival-style house in Douglas 
Ellory Pett’s book, The Park and Gardens 
of Cornwall. According to Pett the building 
was completed in 1815 and the costs were 
covered by William Harris who’d built his 
fortune from his investments in the mining 
industry. Sadly William Harris died aged 76 
in the same year according to Collectanea 
Cornubiensia, a collection of biographical 
and topographical notes relative to the 
County of Cornwall by George Clement 
Boase (published in 1890). 

His estate went to his daughter Mary. 
Historical records do not speak well 
of Mary. The journal Lake’s Parochial 
History of the County of Cornwall by 
Joseph Polsue (Vol 1 published in 1867) 
published the following in its chapter about 
Camborne:

Holman  
Park

Hidden away behind the leafy trees of Camborne is 
a large derelict country house, its history and that of 
the family who built it is only now coming to light.
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it is often the case that when 
researching the history of a 
building it turns out that it is the 
occupants and their adventures 
that provide the real story

‘Rosewarne was the property and 
residence of William Harris, Esq., who 
greatly increased his fortune by mining. He 
was the Sheriff in 1773. His only daughter 
and heiress became the second wife 
of Winchcombe-Henry Hartley, Es1., of 
Berkshire, whose first wife was Louisa, 
second daughter of Richard, 4th Earl of 
Scarborough. Mrs Hartley still resides at 
Rosewarne but unfortunately both her and 
her son are hopeless lunatics.’

The references to the lunacy of Mrs 
Hartley and her son are referenced 
elsewhere. Within the pages of the 
Cornwall Family History Society Journal 
of 1990 (No 44) lies an interesting article 
entitled ‘Rosewarne, The Parkers and the 
Lewises - Insanity, Imbecility and Inter-
relationships in a Victorian family’ written by 
Barry Smith. The piece mentions that Mary 
Harris, the daughter and heiress of William 

Harris, the man who had Rosewarne House 
built, married ‘Winchcombe Henry Hartly of 
Buckleybury, Berkshire, a barrister’ at the 
time who went on to become a Judge of 
the Vice-Admirality Court in South Africa. 
The marriage, which lasted until 1824, was 
not a happy affair but did produce a son, W 
Hartley. When the couple parted company, 
Mrs Hartley returned to Rosewarne after a 
nine year absence. 

According to Smith’s article Mrs Hartley’s 
trouble did not end with the dissolution of 
her marriage. ‘A melancholia, precipitated 
by an earlier broken engagement, 
continued to affect her mind. A special 
jury in London in December, 1843 found 
that she had been incapable of managing 
herself or her affairs...whilst at the 
same time the imbecility of her son was 
established.’

it is often the case that when 
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In his writing Smith quotes the Royal 
Cornwall Gazette, which stated ‘Upon the 
finding of the Lunacy Commissioners, the 
management of the estates was entrusted 
to certain relatives of the husband...’

Reference to Mrs Hartley’s poor mental 
health also appear later in the Gazette 
stating that in the 1851 Census for 
Rosewarne Mansion that ‘Reverend William 
Price Lewis Junior’, as he was known, 
had married Mary’s stepdaughter Louisa 
Arabella Hartley. 

The census described William Price 
Lewis Junior as “Head of the Family”. By 
rank he was described as the Chaplain at 
Rosewarne: Committee to Mr W H Hartley’. 
William Hartly, by then 27 years of age, and 
his insane widowed mother, then 61, were 

recorded as ‘Lunatic. Ward in Chancery,’ 
whilst by rank they were described as 
‘landed proprietors’.

The article also states that: ‘The Lewis 
name remained on the Camborne scene. In 
the Census of 1861, Cecilia Basset Lewis, 
widow, aged 41, now appeared as the 
latest member of the ‘committee in lunacy’ 
at Rosewarne House.’ 

In the 1871 Census, Frederick Townley 
Parker’s name appears in connection with 
the Rosewarne Mansion. Frederick, whose 
profession was listed as ‘Esquire’, was 
also recorded as having witnessed the 
second marriage of William Price Lewis 
Junior in Camborne Church. Parker himself 
married and had a daughter who, whilst 
born in Gibralta, moved with the family to 

Rosewarne in 1864.  
Mary Hartley, who was still living at 

Rosewarne died in October 1868, and 
Smith describes her being found with her 
clothes in flames. The inquest report that 
took place shortly after her death stated: 
‘The following evidence was adduced. 
Captain Fredrick Townley Parker said: “I 
have managed Mrs Hartley’s establishment 
between four and five years, having been 
appointed by the Court of Chancery. Mrs 
Hartley has been of unsound mind more 
than thirty years...I was not at home when 
the accident happened.” The verdict of the 
inquest was: That the deceased died from 
having accidentally set herself on fire, and 
that no blame is attached to any of her 
attendants.’
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From the brief descriptions found during 
research it could be concluded that those 
who were supposedly looking after the 
affairs of the sick Mary Hartley where 
prioritising their own affairs in the first 
instance. 

The residents and visitors of Rosewarne 
House were in the main quite wealthy and 
appeared to have been indulgent and 
self-serving. Barry Smith’s article illustrates 
this perfectly in his quoting from the diary 
written by France Kilvert, a priest who was 
visiting the area in the summer 1870. 

‘Mrs Parker is an admirable hostess...
she tells me her brother has lately taken 
Bronllys Castle in Breconshire. The dining 
room at Rosewarne is beautifully hung 
round with horns, antelope, stag, gnu, 
buffalo, etc., We left the hospitable house 
at one.’

Another entry states: ‘We called at 
Camborne (Rosewarne) to leave an 
Inverness cloak which Capt. Parker lent 

me...we walked round the pretty flower 
gardens and fine kitchen garden and 
visited the ferns and fruit houses. Dinner 
at eight and a most admirable conger eel. 
I had no idea conger was good, or good 
at all.’

In July of the same year Kilvert recalls 
an eventful picnic: ‘To the Land’s End...
Capt. and Mrs Parker and Miss Lewis got 
in at Camborne from Rosewarne to join 
the picnic.’ Capt. Parker is described as 
the ‘life of the party’ having kept those 
he travelled with entertained. At one 
point Capt. Parker and his entourage 
encountered some tourists whom Kilvert 
describes as a ‘noisy rabble’. Capt. Parker 
is reported suggesting that a ‘kicking might 
tend to mind their manners.’ In the same 
entry Kilvert reports that Capt. Parker ‘killed 
a snake or viper with his stick, ripped it 
open with his knife and found three young 
mice inside.’
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New owner and developer:  Leslie Anne Price

Interior stairway works 

Early census records showing the ‘lunatic’ categorisation of Mary
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Following the tragic death of Mary the 
property passed to her son. With William 
Hartley’s death in 1894 Rosewarne passed 
to a distant relative and was later bought 
by James Holman in 1911. James restored 
the house and it was then used as offices 
by Holman Brothers, the famous Cornwall 
based mining engineers in Camborne/
Redruth. 

In the mid-1960s the disability charity 
Scope aquired the place. According to 
Warren Kirwan, Press and Public Relations 
Officer for Scope the house name was 
changed to Gladys Holman House at the 
suggestion of Holman’s management. 
Gladys Holman was the wife of one of the 
company’s directors who had died on site.

The building’s long awaited restoration 
is finally taking place thanks to architect 
and conservationist Lesley Price. The 
renovation and conversion into a variety of 
living spaces being created in the Grade 
II listed building will be completed by the 
end of 2015.
www.holmanpark.co.uk
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