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George Hele (1836–1919), who founded the firm, was an accomplished musician, skilled 
both as an organist and as a choir trainer. He came of a highly musical family: his father 
Thomas, a master mason, and his mother were both keen amateur musicians. 
 
George was appointed organist of St Aubyn’s, Devonport, at 18 years of age. Five years 
later he became organist of Plympton St Mary where he stayed for just three years before 
moving to Truro where he quickly became well known as the organist of St Mary’s. In the 
same year he established The Oratorio Society which was Truro’s first secular choral 
society. Furthermore, and more significantly, he set up in the business of retailing organs, 
pianos and harmoniums. Not only did he sell organs made by other builders, but also in 
1865 he built his first organ, a one-manual, short pedalboard instrument for Devoran 
Wesleyan Methodist Chapel. Shortly afterwards he built an organ for St. Paul’s, 
Devonport, his first work in the Plymouth area. 
 
In 1870, after about seven years in Truro, the firm moved to Plymouth, George Hele’s 
home town, where business quickly flourished to the extent that their initial small factory in 
Flora Street, Stonehouse, soon became inadequate and they moved to larger premises in 
Union Street, moving again to Wyndham Square in 1878, where they remained for many 
years before transferring to a large purpose-built factory in Earl’s Acre, now the home of 
Plymouth Sound radio station. 
 
In early advertisements Hele & Co. offered stops made by other English and continental 
organ builders, but in 1876 they started to cast their own metal pipes. From 1878 George 
Hele’s second son, J. C. Hele, became the firm’s flue voicer though, because of the 
pressure of work, they sometimes imported pipework from the firm of Laukhuff of 
Weikersheim in Württemburg. 
 
George’s younger brother, John, Mus.B., ARAM (1846–99), played an important part in the 
firm as did his son John Calvert Hele Mus.B., ARCO (1861–1938). 
 
John Hele became Borough Organist of Plymouth in 1883 when Willis built a four-manual 
concert organ for the newly-constructed Guildhall. He retired in 1891 and was succeeded 
as Borough, later City, Organist by Harry Moreton, who continued giving twice-weekly 
recitals until the outbreak of World War 2 when the Guildhall was commandeered by the 
government for essential war work. The organ, which had been enlarged and rebuilt by 
Hele, was totally destroyed in an air-raid in May 1941. 
 
John was also organist and choirmaster of St Peter’s Church, Plymouth from 1881 to 
1917. The organ there, a large three-manual instrument, was considered to have been one 
of Hele’s finest. It also was destroyed in an air-raid in May 1941, as were most of the 
better organs, mostly by Hele, in the city. 



During the early years of the twentieth century Hele & Co. increased in size and 
reputation, having as many as 40 men in the factory, building and maintaining organs 
throughout much of Southern England and further afield. Several notable cathedral 
organs, including Truro, Exeter, Winchester and Chichester, were in their care. The 
spectacular 32′ pedal reed pipes in Winchester Cathedral were the largest ever produced 
by Hele. 
 
The Second World War had a catastrophic effect on Hele’s, as it did on many of the 
organs in its care and, though the firm continued to do a great deal of work in replacing 
organs which had been destroyed or badly damaged in the war, it was unable to regain the 
size or influence it had previously enjoyed. 
 
A few years after the war the firm of J. W. Walker, which needed increased factory 
capacity, took a controlling interest in Hele’s and for several years the Hele factory turned 
out the well-known Walker ‘Positive’ organs. However this flurry of activity lasted only a 
few years before Walker’s withdrew their interest in Hele’s. Maurice Eglinton, who had 
worked for Walker’s, took over and became the last General Manager. During his period in 
charge, the business – though not its standards – continued to decline. The firm was faced 
with having to sell the Earl’s Acre factory and relocated to much smaller premises in 
Saltash where they continued to offer the full range of organ-building and maintenance 
services. It was at this time that the Hele ‘Chancel Organ’, a very small instrument but one 
of very high quality which employed the extension system, was developed. Unfortunately 
by this time the electronic organ had virtually monopolised the small organ market. 
 
The writing had been on the wall for several years when in 2007 it was announced that 
Hele & Co. was to merge with and be managed by The Midland Organ Company under 
the new name Midland Organ Hele and Company Ltd. 
 
The old firm’s last major work was the re-building of the organ in Emmanuel Church, 
Compton Gifford, Plymouth, in 2001. 


