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14. Pillars of the community 

(1896-1900) 

 

 

The last years of the century brought three new competitors into Lynn’s photographic 

market.  

 

John Skerry’s business in Bridge Street, as already noted in passing, had its first trade-

directory mention in 1896,
1
 and he was listed again in 1900.

2
 Lynn-born John Skerry (or, 

sometimes, Skerrey)
3
 was a carpenter’s son who tried a variety of jobs. Successive 

records, from 1871 to 1911, recorded him as a printer’s compositor,
4
 a sewing machine 

agent or mechanic,
5
 an ironmonger’s warehouseman,

6
 a licensed beer seller

7
 and (again) 

employed in an ironmonger’s warehouse.
8
 Photography seems to have been fitted into the 

sequence at one or two stages, but it is by no means clear that Skerry ever practised it to 

the exclusion of his other occupations. He was living in Bridge Street in 1891, but by 

1901 had moved on to Valingers Road, and there is evidence of him working as a 

photographer at both addresses (though not at census times). His wife was listed at 

Bridge Street in 1891 as a newsagent and stationer,
9
 while he was listed at Valingers 

Road in 1901 as a beer seller.
10

 This suggests some continuing family experience in the 

retail trade, and it may be that space was found for photographic activities at both 

premises. There is, though, some lack of clarity. In town yearbooks from 1904 to 1906 

Skerry is listed in the advertisers’ index as a photographer of 1 Valingers Road, yet the 

advertisements themselves promote the address only as ‘Morgan’s Ale & Stout Stores’.
11

 

This apparent inconsistency perhaps indicates that his photographic activity was limited 

and intermittent. 

 

The second new studio was that of Frederick William Ralph and Frederick George 

Julyan, who ran a business during the second half of the 1890s. The partnership has been 

found in no trade directories, which is often a sign of a short-lived studio, yet there is 

evidence that it made its mark. In October 1897 ‘Ralph and Julyan, photographers, St 

John’s Terrace, King’s Lynn’ submitted a copyright application to Stationers’ Hall for a 

photograph of a ‘group taken at Houghton Hall, Norfolk, … including Duke of York, 

Lord Grey de Wilton, Lord H. Vane Tempest, Mr Stonor, Mr Lowe, Lord Elcho and 6 

others’. 
12

 The Duke of York would, in due course, become George V, and this 

photograph was presumably the justification for ‘Under Royal Patronage’, which the 

partners had blazoned across the top of their photographic mounts. 

 

An obvious question arises. How did a new studio secure a royal commission, rather than 

the job going to one of the town’s established businesses? The answer must be that Ralph 

had connections. Frederick William Ralph was the older son of Frederick Ralph, who had 

exhibited at the King’s Lynn Trades and Industries Exhibition in 1891, and who had 

studios in nearby Dersingham and Hunstanton.
13

 Ralph senior was also Usher of the 

Servants’ Hall at Sandringham, and his professional skills were of some interest to one of 

the members of the royal family. Princess Alexandra was, herself, a keen photographer, 

and she took her hobby seriously. When images by her and her daughter formed the basis 

of a private exhibition in Bond Street, the Lynn Advertiser’s London correspondent 
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observed that they showed ‘natural taste and excellent instruments, and the result is 

admirable.’
14

 When at Sandringham, the Princess used to discuss technicalities with the 

older Frederick Ralph, and he was able to claim that, informally at least, he was her 

photographic adviser and confidant.
15

 The younger Frederick had worked for a time with 

his father before setting up in business on his own account, so it would not be surprising 

if the Princess took an interest in his progress, and if he now benefited from some royal 

interest and encouragement. 

 

The partnership seems not to have lasted long, but both photographers went on to run 

their own studios. Ralph worked in Hunstanton in the later 1890s and early 1900s.
16

 In 

fact, his first studio there was already open at the time of the King’s Lynn venture.  

Julyan moved south and, by 1904, was in business in Orpington, Kent, and seeking 

copyright for a picture of Downe church.
17

 

 

The third new business belonged to a well-established photographic family, whose Lynn 

studio was very probably the one vacated by Ralph and Julyan. The first newspaper 

evidence of their arrival came in a terse advertisement in March 1900: 

 

W. Boughton & Sons, Art Photographers, St. John’s Terrace, King’s Lynn. 

Cabinets from 10/6 per Dozen.
18

 

 

It is likely, though, that they had taken on the studio a little earlier, for it was mentioned 

in a 1900 trade directory
19

, preparation of which would have been completed well ahead. 

 

This was just one link in a growing chain of Boughton studios in East Anglia. Walter 

Boughton had first set up as a photographer in Thetford in the early 1880s,
20

 where he 

spent ten years building up his practice. Then, bringing his sons into the business, he set 

about expanding into Suffolk, other parts of Norfolk and, briefly, Northamptonshire. 

Boughton & Sons had a studio in Lowestoft by 1892
21

 and opened another in Bury St 

Edmund’s in 1893.
22

 Yarmouth was added to the chain by 1896
23

 and a possibly short-

lived operation was established in Peterborough around 1897.
24

 A final burst of growth 

came in about 1889, with new ventures in Ipswich,
25

 Norwich
26

 and King’s Lynn. 

 

The Lynn studio may never have been run by a member of the Boughton family, who 

probably had to spread themselves thinly over their empire. Certainly, there is no sign of 

any of them living in the town, or nearby, in the census returns for 1901. The business 

may have been looked after by a manager from the very beginning, as it certainly was in 

later years.
27

 The firm seems to have adopted a fairly low public profile in the local press. 

The days of regular and strident newspaper advertising by photographers were over, and 

the studio’s follow-up to its initial notice gave little new information.  

 

W. Boughton & Sons, St. John’s Terrace, King’s Lynn. High-Class 

Photographers. Gold Medal for Excellence of Work. Price Lists on Application.
28

 

 

The Boughtons quite quickly consolidated their position in the town with a move to new 

and more central premises, probably at the end of the year. (One trade directory, not 
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noted for its up-to-date accuracy, showed them still on St John’s Terrace in its 1901 

edition
29

, but another 1901 listing,
30

 more locally focused, placed them in the High Street 

– where, at number 102, they continued to do business for some years. 

 

Smith, Wright and Dexter, however, remained key figures in the studio market. Self-

promotion by photographers in the press had become rare, but the frequency with which 

examples of their work is still encountered suggests that their studios were kept busy. 

Evidence of their activities during these years generally comes from sources other than 

advertisements, and it often shows them as figures who have achieved some standing in 

the community.   

 

John Smith may have been rather less in the limelight in the late 1890s than formerly, but 

he had already played an important part in raising the tone of the profession during the 

post-Wallis-and-Manders period. His stance as patron of the arts and his promotion of 

prestigious exhibitions had marked him out as a public figure since his earliest years in 

the town. More recently, he had been obliged to contend with the difficulties arising from 

being cheated by his canvassers and being burgled. In fact, further problems were 

developing, but it would be some years before they came to a head and became widely 

known. For the present he maintained his status as a civic-minded citizen and one of the 

town’s foremost photographers. 

 

Jasper Wright’s business continued to flourish, with the opening of his Swaffham branch 

by 1897
31

 and a studio in Hunstanton near the end of the decade.
32

  

 

He also took up the mantle of exhibition management that Smith had laid down. A new 

King’s Lynn Trades and Industry Exhibition was planned, and Wright was a member of 

the organising committee. Several years had past since the last such event, which had 

been judged rather disappointing. If encouragement for a revival were needed, however, 

it was provided by the fact that 1897 was the year of Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee. 

The committee was determined, therefore, to make a success of the occasion.   

 

Within the competitive section of the show, photography seems to have been open to 

amateurs rather than professionals: most of the entries were from technical school, art 

school and night school students. Wright took a stand in the trades section to show 

‘specimens of his artistic work, enlargements, &c,’
33

  though the trader who particularly 

caught the eye of the press was F. W. Bradley of Wisbech Castle, ‘who devotes his 

ancient residence to the modern appliance of making false teeth’, whose stand displayed 

examples spanning a century of tooth-making, and in whose products the Princess of 

Wales was ‘much interested’. Elsewhere in the hall (in the photography subsection of the 

arts section of the industry display) A. W. Poyser exhibited some ‘snap shots’, thereby 

occasioning the earliest use of this term to be found so far in the Lynn photographic 

world. Among the entertainments laid on to heighten the sense of occasion were 

‘performances by the band’. This – perhaps unsurprisingly – was the band jointly led by 

Wright and Jones. 
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In fact, Wright’s musical activities were attracting more press attention than his studio 

work. His connection with the town band has already been mentioned, but that was not 

his only involvement. In the autumn of 1896, for instance, the Church of England Young 

Men’s Society sponsored a Thursday evening concert where ‘Messrs Jones and Wright’s 

band’ were among the performers,
34

 and a notice a few weeks later gave a little more 

information about their ensemble: 

 

Jones & Wright’s Orchestral Band. This efficient band is now booking 

engagements for the coming season for Concerts, Balls, Soirees, and At Homes, 

&c. For vacant dates and terms, apply Jasper J. Wright, 125 London Road, or to 

Professor W. O. Jones, Tower Street, King’s Lynn. N.B. – The Band is already 

engaged to play at the forthcoming Trades and Industrial Exhibition at St, James 

Hall, February 1897, which will be under the patronage of H.R.H. the Princess of 

Wales.
35

 

 

They were serious and competent musicians, and they were signed up once more in 1898, 

when a further Trades Exhibition was staged. Though held again at St James’ Hall, this 

event was rather different from its predecessors. Local control had gone, and 

management was in the hands of the Advertising Exhibition Syndicate of which the 

Cadbury Brothers’ business was a prominent member. National rather than regional 

companies dominated the scene, no Lynn photographers exhibited, and the traditional 

competitive classes had disappeared. There were still entertainments, however, and the 

Lynn Advertiser noted that ‘Messrs Jones and Wright’s band give frequent 

performances.’ 

 

Walter Sothern Dexter was also playing an increasing role in the life of the town. An 

insight into his sense of social responsibility comes from the occasion of the ‘Great Fire 

at Lynn!’
36

 at the end of 1897. The fire broke out in Jermyn and Perry’s department store 

in the High Street and it quickly spread to neighbouring buildings. Damage was 

extensive, and Jermyn and Perry had to relocate different departments to a number of 

locations – including the Athenaeum Music Hall, Blackfriars’ Hall and premises in 

Market Street – until the necessary rebuilding and repairs could be undertaken.
37

 Dexter 

had his studio quite nearby but was not affected. A number of other shops were badly 

damaged, however, and neighbouring traders rallied round and offered parts of their own 

premises to those whose buildings had become unusable. Dexter was one of the Good 

Samaritans who helped to keep the fire victims in business: 

 

The Great Fire! G. Kendrick & Son, Boot & Shoe Manufacturers, are carrying on 

this business in part of Mr. Dexter’s shop, High Street.
38

 

 

Dexter’s sense of civic duty extended beyond a personal response to others’ misfortunes 

and into public life. He had ventured into local politics; he had been elected in 1897, at 

his second attempt,
39

 to represent King’s Lynn Middle Ward on the town council; and he 

was ready to be assertive when he thought it necessary. A report of a council meeting in 

July 1898 showed him in action: 
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All proceeded smoothly until the Technical Education committee’s minutes were 

reached (there was nothing of particular public interest in them), and they were 

hurriedly passed. Mr. Springall complained of this, and Mr. Dexter said he wanted 

to offer a few remarks upon the minutes, but the Mayor refused to let him and 

ruled him out of order, adding that without the consent of the hall he would not let 

him speak on the subject. The hall decided to let Mr. Dexter address them, 

whereupon he declined the “honour”, and said he would give notice to introduce 

what he had intended to say at the next meeting. The Mayor then warmly 

remarked, “I will leave the chair if I cannot be supported by the hall,” and he did 

so, the meeting breaking up with nearly half the business untouched.
40

 

 

Dexter may well have had some informed comments to make, since Technical Education 

was one of the committees on which he served, but his civic interests were already 

varied: during that same year he also sat on the Waterworks, Public Walks, Urban and 

Port Sanitary, School Attendance and Adoptive Powers committees as well as being a 

member of the Burial Board.
41

 (In subsequent years his committee experience grew ever 

more varied, and his political career extended into the first decade of the new century. He 

eventually retired from the council in 1906.)
42

 

 

While Walter’s life was bringing public and professional satisfactions, his father’s life 

was nearing its end, and William Sothern Dexter died on May 8
th

 1899.
43

 He was buried 

on May 11
th

,
44

 and a brief notice in the Lynn News marked his passing. 

 

The Late Mr. W. Dexter. – Mr. William Dexter died at his residence in Regent 

Street, in his 82
nd

 year, on Monday. The deceased, who was an uncompromising 

Radical, carried on business in Lynn for many years as a photographer, being one 

of the first to ply the art.
45

 

 

He had, indeed, been one of the town’s photographic pioneers, along with his wife, 

Sarah, who had died four years earlier. They had built up a successful business, 

combining studio and fancy goods shop, and worked hard to earn the (then) sizable sum 

that William left in his will, as recorded by the National Probate calendar:  

 

DEXTER William Southern of King’s Lynn Norfolk retired photographer died 8 

May 1899. Probate Norwich 15 September to Walter Dexter photographer and 

John Bayes commercial traveller. Effects £1366 10s.
46

 

 

John Bayes, the second of the executors, was the husband of William’s daughter, Alice. 

 

William Dexter was not the only Lynn photographer to die during this period. There was 

a reminder, too, of another name from the early years of photography. It was well over 

thirty years since William Read Pridgeon had given up his studio to concentrate on the 

other aspects of his business, but he had continued as a shopkeeper, and he had built a 

career in local politics that made him, amongst photographers and ex-photographers, the 

stoutest of all pillars of the community. 
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A Liberal councillor for the Middle ward since 1871,
47

 Pridgeon became particularly 

prominent in the 1880s and 1890s. He was President of the Liberal Club in the early 

80s,
48

 and in 1883 his extensive committee membership list covered Finance, Property, 

Markets and Contagious Diseases, Water Works, Financial Board, Urban Sanitary, 

Suburban Sanitary and School Attendance.
49

 In the ensuing years he added Rights, 

Markets and Fairs, Watch, Port Sanitary
50

 and Technical Education
51

 to the catalogue of 

his concerns. He was Vice-President of the Liberal Association in the mid-90s,
52

 and he 

served a term as Director of the King’s Lynn Gas Company.
53

 In 1889 he became an 

alderman,
54

 and on November 10
th

 1890: 

 

At a meeting of the Town Council Alderman W. R. Pridgeon was unanimously 

elected Mayor for the ensuing year.
55

 

 

He was then elected for a second term of office in 1892.
56

 It was a public career of some 

distinction. Towards the end of the 1890s, however, his political and business interests 

were presumably beginning to take their toll, and he sought to reduce the demands that 

were made on him. He maintained his involvement in council work until the very end, 

but in June 1898 he announced the sale of his china, glass and earthenware stock, ‘as he 

is giving up that portion of his business’.
57

 Then, at the end of the following year, he put 

into action his plans for a complete retirement from retailing by selling off ‘the whole of 

his valuable stocks of clocks, watches, jewellery, plate and general fancy stock, at a Great 

Reduction in Price, in order to effect a speedy clearance, the Premises being sold.’
58

 

 

He lived for only another six months, dying, before the business had been completely 

wound up, at the age of 75.
59

 A lengthy obituary in the Lynn Advertiser drew together the 

strands of a very full life.  

 

We have regretfully to record today the death of Mr. William Read Pridgeon, an 

alderman and magistrate, and the holder of other public offices, whose illness 

ended fatally on Monday evening about half-past nine. Mr Pridgeon for a number 

of years filled a prominent place in the trading and public life of Lynn, and 

established and conducted with success the business of a jeweller and silver 

smith, first on the Saturday market-place and afterwards in High Street. His 

enterprise produced for him an ample fortune, his shop having an extensive 

clientele, being noted for its valuable stock and its extensive assortment of elegant 

wares. The son of a farmer at East Walton, he spent some of his early manhood in 

a house of business in London, and then returning to Lynn he began a career of 

unchecked prosperity. In the early days of photography an American practitioner 

of note, Mr. Sarony, had a studio in Lynn; Mr. Pridgeon took lessons from him, 

and, when Sarony left the town, purchased his plant and followed the new process 

with most encouraging results financial and otherwise. It was only a few days ago 

that, in speaking to a friend about the approaching close of his business, he 

wondered what he should do with the stock of negatives he still possessed.
60

 

 

Their fate is unknown. 
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Having commented that Pridgeon had been about to retire when his illness overtook him, 

the obituary moved on to consider his life in public affairs. It recalled his earliest 

campaigning in 1852, an ‘acrimonious’ council election in 1874, a tied contest in 1880, 

and his elevation to alderman in 1889. It recorded that his duties as Mayor ‘were 

creditably and efficiently discharged’ and it enumerated his positions as Dock director, 

Charity Trustee, Gas Company director and Income-Tax Commissioner, concluding that 

‘these functions were discharged with care and ability, and with a full consideration of 

the public interest’. Attention was paid, too, to his other activities: 

 

It may be mentioned that Mr. Pridgeon was a member of the first Volunteer 

company formed in Lynn, and always felt a warm interest in the Volunteer 

movement. … A member of many years of the West Norfolk Hunt, he was a 

frequent attendant at the covert side, and this perhaps was his favourite recreation. 

 

Particularly interesting is the light shed on Pridgeon’s personality. No mention was made 

of the domestic violence that had landed him in court in 1874, but there was some 

acknowledgement of the aggressive side of his nature. 

 

Combative, contentious, and often inspired by keen party spirit, his action in the 

Town Council raised controversies, often irritating and sometimes inflamed. 

These acrimonious feelings, however, gradually subsided under the influence of 

time and changed circumstances. … The town has lost by the death of Mr. 

Pridgeon not only one of its oldest and most enterprising tradesmen, but a man of 

strong personality, who in the various public offices already enumerated has done 

valuable public service. 

 

He was buried on June 1
st
 1900,

61
 and the funeral at St Margaret’s church was attended 

by a large congregation, including most members of the town council (Walter Sothern 

Dexter being one of them).  

 

The body, which was brought from the late Mr. Pridgeon’s residence in King 

Street about one o’clock, was enclosed in a pitch-pine shell and plain oak coffin, 

with brass furniture, and a plate bearing the inscription: “William Read Pridgeon, 

born 12
th

 June, 1824; died 28
th

 May, 1900.” There were, by request, no wreaths or 

other floral tributes.
62

 

 

The last of Lynn’s first generation of photographers had departed. The ‘ample fortune’, to 

which his obituary had referred without exaggeration, proved to be worth £34,375 4s 

1d.
63

 Supporting an estranged wife had caused no insuperable financial embarrassment. 
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