
	
	

	
	

	

Alderman Thomas Blake 
 
The Victorian philanthropist 
who was born above Blake’s 
hardware store and “lived and 
worked in Ross and was 
probably one of, if not the, 
biggest benefactor of the 
town; he was “to Ross in the 
19th century what John Kyrle 
was to the town in the 17th 
century”. [www.ross-on-wye.com]   
 
In Victorian times, Ross was a 
growing town and as pollution 
of local wells increased there 
was an urgent demand for 
clean drinking water.  In 1886, 
Blake purchased the Alton 
Court estate and two years 
later he took responsibility for 
the town’s water supply from 
the Town Commissioner’s. 

	
The Commissioner’s charged Blake a commission to collect water rates 
from the townsfolk, but it was Blake who provided the significant capital 
needed to ensure Ross had a water supply that did not endanger 
inhabitants health.   
 
His investment did not stop with the purchase of Alton Court.  The water 
initially came from springs, but later, to meet growing demand, boreholes 
were sunk and catchment tanks were built, and the water needed to be 
pumped up the hill to a reservoir from where if flowed by gravity down to 
the town. He also purchased the engine house, plant and mains that had 
previously supplied the town with poor quality water from the River Wye 
and extended the mains network to provide a supply of non-drinking 
water for both domestic and industrial use.  
 
By 1891, water supplied from Alton Court (which was unfiltered and 
never saw light of day from spring to tap) was available to the whole of 
the town.   
 



Henry T (Thomas) Blake 
 
 
Thomas Blake is widely credited with 
delivering a wholesome water supply 
for Ross on Wye. He had the ambition 
and capital to purchase Alton Court, 
but responsibility for delivering his 
vision was passed to Henry Blake, his 
nephew.  
 
Henry served as the town’s Water 
Engineer for many years, and it was 
he who designed, developed and 
managed the water undertaking to 
ensure the town’s growing need for 
water could be met. It was also (most 
probably) he who saw the benefit in 
acquiring the Ross Waterworks, which 
abstracted water from the River Wye 
as a source of cheaper water for 
industrial and general household use.  

	
	
	

	

	
	
Henry managed the development of Alton Court waterworks and it was 
he who instructed the laying of mains, the drilling of new boreholes and 
the purchase of new and more powerful engines and pumps. This 
included those on display at the Waterworks Museum - but also many 
earlier ones, which, alas, were not saved.  
 
The treadle lathe and tools used by Henry Blake in his engineering 
business in Ross were donated to the Museum in 2012 and now form the 
key feature of the Museum’s ‘Old Workshop’, which opened at Easter 
2018. This display is of an engineers’ workshop of the late Victorian/ 
Edwardian era, which also includes a board of original brass fittings and 
five fire extinguishers made by Henry.  
 
The fire extinguishers also illustrate another fascinating aspect of 
Henry’s life, namely his role as Captain of the Ross Fire Brigade and that 
of inventor of the internationally acclaimed ‘Alpha’ fire extinguisher.     
 
 
 



 
 
John Kyrle (‘Man of Ross’) 
 
 
John Kyrle was a celebrated 17th 
century philanthropist who came 
to live in Ross on Wye in his 
father’s house and who took a 
very lively interest in the town and 
the welfare of its people.  
He was heavily involved in the 
education of children and in 
improving and embellishing the 
town. He was generous to the 
poor and is said to have spent all 
he had in good works. 
This included, in 1700, funding the 
development of 'The Prospect', a 
public garden just above the Ross 
town centre, where a hillside 
viewpoint and walkways were set 
out and a public fountain provided 
clean water for the residents (for 
many of them for a first time). 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Water was taken from the River Wye and pumped to The Prospect from 
works at ‘One Mill’ where it was held in a water tank constructed of brick, 
which had flagstone flooring and was described as being ‘the size of a 
small ballroom’.  From here, it was sent around the town to public taps in 
the street for the people of the town to use.  But, within 30 years this 
system had completely fallen into disrepair and the need for a healthy, 
wholesome, water supply was once again a problem for the Ross Town 
Commissioners. 
 
Beyond Ross and Herefordshire, Kyrle is best known today because the 
poet Alexander Pope celebrated his life and good works in his ‘Moral 
Essays’ published in 1732.  
 
 
 
 


