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For the memory of the people of Thomas Vanstone & Sons.
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Images Used in This Guide. 

Where I have created images for this book using Artificial Intelligence, this work has been done under my supervision. Although they do not depict real people, they represent everyday life and work situations faced by people of the Vanstone era.  

This book was updated in March 2026. Some of the original greyscale photographs and prints have been colourised to produce more acceptable images while retaining their original beauty.
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The content has been carefully compiled from open sources and is believed to be accurate and reliable at the time of writing. While every effort has been made to ensure its accuracy, the author does not guarantee that all information is accurate or complete. Any unintentional resemblance to existing works, whether published or not, is purely coincidental.  
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This biography outlines the history and key achievements of perhaps the most influential and inventive master builders and developers in the South Devon town of Torquay. The firm Thomas Vanstone & Sons was well known throughout the region. Although many recognised the name, little has been recorded about the firm’s background or the events that contributed significantly to its success as a family-run business. Building on its roots in Victorian Torquay, the firm's most prosperous period was undoubtedly the early twentieth century, between the two world wars, when it experienced a boom in house construction during an era often called “a golden age of building”.  

When I think about why I am writing this biography, I must admit that my original aim was to record my very personal memories and experiences from my time with Vanstone, when I was employed as a rather rebellious indentured apprentice. In this way, it would have been quite satisfying to do just that and leave it at that, but as with life, the best-laid plans rarely turn out to be so simple, and writing a biography is no different. The memories that have stayed with me and will stay with me forever were not enough to do justice to this firm, so I was driven to research and craft a broader story than I had initially planned.  

The journey to complete this work and create this small book involved thorough research to uncover the 80 per cent of the iceberg of knowledge that lies below the waterline. To achieve this, I encouraged and guided my grandson, Oliver, to sift through numerous papers and journals at the Torquay Library. His reward was an Arsenal FC shirt... so well done, Oliver!  With each discovery, any new information uncovered during the research must be included. I hope that my interpretation and documentation of events throughout the firm's history will earn the approval of all Vanstone descendants and former employees.  

The builder Thomas Vanstone & Sons contributed to the development of Torquay from the late 1800s to the early 1900s, until the firm’s unfortunate end in 1978. Despite nearly a century of history, little has been documented about the company's key figures or the events that propelled it from its beginnings through the tough early years of establishing a foothold in the town, and then into a period of real prosperity between the two world wars. This account highlights some of the key events and dates that marked the company's growth, starting in the mid-1800s when the 30-year-old founder, Thomas Vanstone, moved from his home in North Devon and set up a family home in the parish of Tor Mohun.  

As our story unfolds along the Vanstone timeline, it is set against the backdrop of social conditions and key events in the town's development from the early nineteenth century onward. Some influential figures in Torquay's growth during that period also feature in this story. In this biography, the Vanstone family's business dealings in the early twenties, when they took control of the largest single housing development in town, are examined in detail. This strategic business move laid the foundation for the company’s future success, enabling it to grow and exert influence over the next fifty years.  

Following the end of the 1914-1918 war, intervention schemes in the UK housing market, driven by successive central governments of different political stripes, provided financial incentives to local authorities to build new housing on an unprecedented scale. This intervention placed the burden of large-scale home construction on local authorities — and caused upheaval across the United Kingdom. The subsequent scramble and near-panic in town halls nationwide, as they sought to meet government targets and deadlines, created opportunities for well-placed builders to undertake housing development in places such as Torquay.  

This rare opportunity was eagerly embraced by Thomas Vanstone & Sons, who positioned themselves as innovative builders and earned recognition across the town. They seized the chance to expand the firm, now led by the dynamic and enterprising Harold Vanstone and his older brother, Herbert. After the founder, Thomas Vanstone, died, both played crucial roles in the company's growth, with Harold steering it through its most prosperous period. One of his notable achievements was developing the substantial Daison Estate in Torquay, which employed Thomas Vanstone & Sons from the end of the 1914-1918 war through the 1920s—a period often called the “golden age of building”.  

The opening of this biography revisits the town’s history in the nineteenth century, with some overlap into the late eighteenth century, when the town of Tor Quay [or Tor Key, as it was often called] was barely more than a cluster of cottages around a small harbour. The founder of Vanstone struggled to establish himself and find work throughout the nineteenth century and into the early twentieth century, as the town developed. Nevertheless, he laid the groundwork for a sustainable business for his two sons, Harold and Herman. These sons would later take on the task of expanding the firm and, in doing so, would prosper well beyond their initial expectations.  
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WORKING CONDITIONS and daily life in the post-Second World War era, particularly during the period when the author was an indentured apprentice, are covered here. The organisation and operation of the Apprenticeship schemes and National Service are discussed, along with some of the work practices in Vanstone and other firms in the construction industry that, under current Health and Safety Legislation and Employment Acts, would not be considered acceptable.  

From the early nineteenth century, the slopes and hills of Torquay were dominated by grand villas and mansions, frequented by the Victorian elite, who, along with wealthy merchants and naval personnel, sought a relaxing stay in an environment celebrated for its microclimate, without the inconveniences or risks typically associated with overseas travel. Victorian builders initially developed the slopes into majestic terraces and villas, while the cliff faces and crags, whether natural or quarried, remained partly covered with lush vegetation.  

The original developers capitalised on this atmosphere and sought to
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A very early watercolour depicts the small harbour of Tor Quay
\with Waldon Hill in the foreground and Tor Abbey in the distance.
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