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The drive to relocate was reinitiated in the 

1950s, and Oxford became the preferred 

choice. Initially, the University of Oxford was 

encouraging, but a relationship on the same 

footing that Westminster enjoyed with the 

University of London failed to materialise. 

Nevertheless, in 1955 a site outside of Oxford 

at Harcourt Hill was purchased, and a number 

of architects were long-listed to design the new 

college buildings. The selected practice was 

Seely and Paget. 

 

Typical of their designs for both religious and 

secular buildings, Seely and Paget’s scheme 

for Westminster College melded the old with 

the new. The site plan echoed the layout of an 

Oxford college, whilst the central chapel 

appeared inspired by New England (‘straight 

from Connecticut’, said Pevsner). But, there 

was an immediate complication. After building 

work was well underway the government 

declared that new teacher training colleges 

would only be funded for institutions of over 

400 students. They had built for 220, and all 

male. The architects were asked to hastily 

double the College’s size resulting in odd 

configurations in areas such as the dining hall. 

2019 marks the sixtieth anniversary of the arrival 

of Westminster College’s students from London at 

their new site, now the Oxford Brookes University 

Harcourt Hill campus. This third instalment of 

‘Archives & Research’ draws from the College 

archives to explore the motivations behind the 

transition of Westminster College from Horseferry 

Road in London, and the design and construction 

of its new facilities in Oxford. 

 

Seely and Paget was an architectural 

practice formed by (Henry) John Seely, 

later 2nd Baron Mottistone (1899-1963) and 

Paul Edward Paget (1901-1985). The two 

met at Trinity College, Cambridge, and 

began their firm in 1922. Their most 

ambitious work was the transformation of 

Eltham Palace into an art deco mansion 

for the Courtaulds in the 1930s. 

Photograph of the construction of the chapel at 
Westminster College, Harcourt Hill, Oxford, [1950s] 

In the early twentieth century, Westminster 

College’s ongoing development was restricted 

by its site in the heart of London. The Victorian 

neo-gothic buildings were cramped and had 

been built before electricity, gas, or modern 

plumbing. Despite improvements, sports 

facilities remained a half-hour train ride away. 

Moreover, the slums in which the College was 

originally placed had been cleared: its 

educational mission there was gone. A move 

became inevitable, and various options were 

explored. At one stage, the College sought to 

become the School of Education of the 

University of Leicester. And later, a new site at 

Orpington was agreed – before the Second 

World War intervened. 

Photograph of the construction of the chapel at 
Westminster College, Harcourt Hill, Oxford, [1950s] 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Blueprint design for the chapel and library at 

Westminster College, Oxford, May 1957 

‘Student's accommodation in course of erection, July 
1958', presentation photograph album, 1960 

The record of Westminster’s transition from 

London to Oxford is well-documented in the 

college archives at the OCMCH.  

 

The extensive files relating to the building of 

the College in Oxford include minutes of the 

buildings sub-committee, financial accounts, and 

correspondence with the architects and 

constructors. Also in the same series is a volume 

titled, ‘Westminster College Official Opening’, 

which includes drafts of the official invitation, lists 

of guests, seating plans, and examples drawn 

from the opening days of other Methodist 

institutions. 

 

Also available are minutes of meetings of 

Westminster/Oxford Sub-Committee, 1954-

1963. Initially, the committee’s predecessor 

body was empowered with authority to sell the 

Horseferry Road site of the College, before their 

business became entailed with the details of the 

move to Oxford. 
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For Westminster students, the transition to Oxford 

finally took place in September 1959 without 

interruption to study programmes – despite many 

of the buildings still being unfinished. To make up 

the additional numbers demanded by the 

government the College began accepting day 

students, and from 1960 Westminster became co-

educational for the first time in over 80 years. 

Over the decades that followed the College faced 

further challenges and changes. Recruitment 

increased in the 1980s with the availability of 

theology courses, but by the 1990s many colleges 

were being eclipsed by the ‘new universities’. In 

2000, Westminster merged with Oxford Brookes 

University.  
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Presentation photograph album at the 

opening of Westminster College, Oxford, 

1960 

Exhibition: Westminster College at 

Harcourt Hill, 1959-2019 

 

 


