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Introduction

All That Glitters

The conversation died to silence as the princess took to the floor, her diamonds shimmering in the light from a cluster of enormous chandeliers. And as she curtseyed to her partner and the orchestra struck up an Offenbach quadrille, the elite of British landed society looked on with complacent pride at this young woman, whose father was a king and whose husband was heir to the largest empire in history. The ball had begun, and the assembled company – dukes and generals, politicians and society dames – watched and waltzed and two-stepped until dawn, happy in the knowledge that the night, and the world, belonged to them.

The date was Friday 2 December 1870. The place was Sandringham House. And the occasion was both a housewarming and a birthday party. Alexandra, Princess of Wales, was celebrating her twenty-sixth birthday; and she and her husband of seven years, Prince Albert Edward, known in the family as Bertie, had just moved into Sandringham after a long programme of rebuilding which saw this modest Norfolk mansion transformed into a vast and imposing Jacobethan palace – a building which, like Alix and Bertie and their guests, radiated prosperity and an unbridled confidence in the future.

Was it misplaced? Bad weather, poor harvests and outbreaks of foot-and-mouth disease and liver-rot in the 1870s, combined with foreign competition which undercut prices on the home market, had a devastating effect on British agriculture. Grain came in from America; and a dramatic fall in prices in the 1880s proved disastrous for cereal-growers, particularly in the east and south-east of England. Livestock and dairy farmers weren’t quite so badly affected: although steamships brought refrigerated lamb and butter from New Zealand, demand remained high for dairy products and home producers were able to take advantage of that. Nevertheless, British farmers struggled with falling prices; and as prices fell, so rents fell, and that meant that incomes fell for the big rural landlords. Statistics for the period are incomplete, but what is clear is that some parts of the country suffered more than others, while some landowners were better than others at investing in improvements.

Between the early 1870s and the early 1890s the Duke of Richmond found that his income from his Goodwood estate fell by twenty-five per cent. The Earl of Leicester’s net income from Holkham went down by more than twenty per cent. The Duke of Bedford sold off a fifth of his estates in Bedfordshire and Buckinghamshire, and this combined with falling rents meant that his income from land dropped by more than forty per cent. Some country-house owners, like Bedford, reduced their land holdings; others had done so already, putting their money into mining or manufacturing or stocks and shares.

But other factors contributed to the break-up of large estates; and one of the most far-reaching was the relaxation of the laws governing family settlements. A country-house owner in the 1870s may have wanted to sell off parcels of outlying land to fund improvements on his farms. He may have wanted to have a quiet talk with a representative from an auction house about that Vandyke of his ancestor in the dining room or the First Folio Shakespeare in the library. He may even have yearned to put the entire estate, ancestral seat and all, on the market and decamp to Paris with his mistress and the proceeds. But in nine cases out of ten he couldn’t: the terms of the family settlement prevented him.

And that is just what it was meant to do. A strict family settlement turned the ‘owner’ into a tenant-for-life, able to enjoy his estates and the income they generated, but not able to dispose of any part of them without the consent of trustees. If the Vandyke and the First Folio had been deemed at some point to be heirlooms, he couldn’t flog those, either. And the settlement entailed the estate on the landowner’s eldest son, a move guaranteed to keep everything together, in contrast to European practice, which split land holdings between children on the death of the parent.

Old-established landowners supported the system – after all, if young Johnny came down from Cambridge with a chorus girl for a wife, or gambled away his allowance, at least a settlement would limit the damage to the family finances – while simultaneously railing against the shackles which prevented them from doing exactly what they liked with their own property. Reformers argued that the settlement was an outdated feudal practice, hampering the free working of the market, and the agricultural depression fuelled their demands for change. In 1882 agricultural improver James Caird told a Royal Commission that landowners ‘will find it necessary to have utmost freedom of action in view of the great competition upon which we are entering with America, and anything that prevents that freedom of action is undesirable.’1

A series of Settled Land Acts were passed between 1882 and 1890. They allowed the tenant-for-life to sell land, although the capital remained part of the settlement; but it made an exception of the principal mansion house and park, the sale of which still required the consent of trustees, or failing that an order of the court. There was some ambiguity about this – the act stipulated that the tenant-for-life must ‘have regard to the interests of all parties entitled under the settlement’, without going into detail about how those interests might be defined.2 And that ambiguity was tested in 1892 in the Savernake Hall case.

Savernake Hall, more correctly known as Tottenham House, was a large late-Georgian mansion in Wiltshire built on the site of, and incorporating parts of, two earlier houses, one from the 1570s and the other, designed by Lord Burlington, from the 1720s. It stood at the heart of a 40,000-acre estate which included a vast swathe of Savernake Forest, an ancient royal hunting forest; ninety-five separate farms; and about a thousand cottages, a hotel, houses and building land in the nearby town of Marlborough. All this belonged to the Brudenell-Bruces, Marquesses of Ailesbury and Wardens of Savernake. In 1878 the title and the estate, along with several others in Yorkshire including Jervaulx Abbey, were inherited by the sixty-seven-year-old Ernest Brudenell-Bruce. The agricultural depression, and some lavish spending by his two predecessors, meant that the family fortunes were at a low ebb, and the situation wasn’t helped by the fact that the new marquess had to make provision for his five surviving children while finding jointures for his stepmother, his sister-in-law and a widowed daughter-in-law. His eldest son George had been better at spending than saving, and had retired to Corsica to die of drink in 1868, leaving a daughter, Mabel, and a son, George William, known in the family as Willie. As the heir to the marquessate, the Savernake estates were entailed on Willie, although the family’s Yorkshire estates were not part of the family settlement.

And Willie – ‘Ducks’, as he was called by barmaids throughout the East End of London – was exactly the kind of heir that a family settlement was designed to guard against. Amiable and not too bright, he had, in the words of one of his biographers, a passion for ‘fast women, wine and slow horses’.3 The horses proved to be even more of a drain on his resources than the women and the wine; but whenever he had run through his allowance there were moneylenders who were willing to advance him large sums. He was expected to come into money when he was twenty-one, and it was also generally known that the Savernake entail would come to an end when his elderly grandfather died, leaving him the absolute possessor of an enormous estate. By 1884, his debts amounted to an astonishing £175,000 – many millions in today’s money. He was once heard emerging from an East End boxing gym, saying ‘Ain’t it strange that such a blessed fool as I am should be a lord?’4

The conventional course in situations like these would have been for his grandfather to find him a wealthy and unsuspecting bride. That course wasn’t open to him, because on 6 May 1884, a month before his twenty-first birthday, Willie married Julia Haseley, better known as the music hall artiste Dolly Tester. He was said to have won her at a race-course in a fistfight with the wealthy gentleman jockey George Alexander Baird.

Ailing, and appalled at the thought of what would happen after his death, the elderly marquess did three things. First, he sold his Yorkshire estates to pay off Willie’s debts, a move that broke his heart. ‘Another nail in my coffin and one of the last it must be,’ he confided to his diary when he heard that the sale of Jervaulx was going through.5 Second, he had a new settlement drawn up, by which Willie had only a life interest in the estate, which would then be passed on to his heir. ‘Thank God for it!’, he wrote.6 And third, he died.

Willie didn’t spend much time at Tottenham House, preferring life in London and at the race-course. He continued to drink prodigious amounts and to spend prodigious amounts; he borrowed heavily; and he became involved in some dishonest practices, which culminated in his being publicly warned off the turf by the Jockey Club. (He had acquired a bad habit of ordering his jockeys not to win their races.) As a result he was ruined, socially and financially. And he was still only twenty-five.

Willie’s creditors, led by a Birmingham-born moneylender to the nobility named Samuel Lewis, who was charging Willie interest at a rate of 100 per cent, pressed him to sell up the Savernake estate. When he pointed out that under the terms of the recent family settlement the estate wasn’t his to sell, they advised him that there was a way to get round that. Under the terms of the Settled Land Acts he could still sell, they argued, but any proceeds would be for his trustees to invest. If he got a high enough price, there would be an income for him, and the settlement of his debts for them.

And this is where the ambiguities surrounding the Settled Land Acts came in. The law stipulated that he could sell the agricultural land, as long as he didn’t touch the capital from the sale; but he couldn’t sell the mansion, gardens and park without the prior consent of his trustees. Then there was that phrase about having regard ‘to the interests of all parties’.

There were two trustees. One, Hugh Mewburn Walker, was also Willie’s solicitor, and he thought the pragmatic course was to sell off the entire estate, country house and all. But the other was Willie’s uncle, Lord Frederick Brudenell-Bruce, and Frederick was on close terms with his older brother, Lord Henry who, unless Willie produced an heir, stood to inherit; and who was, therefore, very definitely an interested party. Uncle Henry would never agree to the sale. Nevertheless, Mewburn Walker quietly let it be known that Savernake was up for sale, and three potential buyers emerged: an unnamed English peer; an unnamed American millionaire; and the brewer Sir Edward Guinness, who offered £750,000 for the entire estate. It was a generous offer: rental income from the estate over the past few years had fallen from £25,500 a year to £21,000, while outgoings and repairs amounted to a lot more than that. The interest on the capital from the sale would give Willie an income and would go some way towards paying off his debts, which now stood at something like £230,000, £200,000 of which was owed to Sam Lewis.

Lord Frederick was shocked. Lord Henry was outraged, and vented his spleen not on his useless nephew but on Guinness, ‘a mere upstart merchant, a nouveau-riche Irishman’.7 He duly mobilised family opinion against the sale. And with one trustee in favour and the other against, Guinness refusing to go ahead with the deal unless the mansion was included, and Willie desperate to liquidise his assets, the matter went to court, allowing Willie a stay of execution on imminent bankruptcy proceedings ‘in the expectation that a settlement satisfactory to all parties might be arrived at’.8

The case of the Ailesbury Settled Estates came before Mr Justice Stirling in the Chancery Court on 7 August 1891. Willie’s counsel argued that the sale of the estate, ‘together with the mansion-house, known as Savernake-hall, and the pleasure grounds, park, and lands, usually occupied therewith’, was in the interests of all concerned. For Uncle Frederick, Uncle Henry and the rest of the family, Sir Horace Davey QC cleverly said there was no objection to the sale of the land, just the mansion (knowing that Sir Edward Guinness wouldn’t take the one without the other). He put Willie in the witness box and made him admit he was living on an allowance from Sam Lewis, and that Lewis was ‘very anxious’ for the sale to go through. The proposed sale of an historic mansion was against the wishes of the family, and its only purpose was ‘to pay off the money-lenders who had preyed upon the extravagance of this youthful tenant for life’.9

Mr Justice Stirling dismissed Willie’s petition. ‘Every living person interested under the settlement is opposed to the sale,’ he noted. Everyone except Willie, anyway. ‘Each is actuated by the desire, recognized by common feeling in this country as worthy of respect, to enjoy in his turn this unique historic possession, the home of his family for more than 200 years.’ As tenant-for-life, Willie had a duty to act in the interests of all parties concerned, and Stirling decided he had not done so.10

Supported by Samuel Lewis, Willie took his case to the Court of Appeal – and won. The three Appeal Court judges were in no doubt about his character: he was, said one of them, Lord Justice Lindley, ‘a spendthrift who has ruined himself by his own extravagance and folly and who has brought disgrace upon the family name, and exposed the family estate to destruction for the rest of his life.’11 But if they prevented the sale of Savernake Hall, the consequences for the estate would be even worse than if it went through. Willie and Lewis could cut down all the timber. They could sell off everything bar the mansion. And they could ignore the welfare of the 5,000 or so tenants on the estate.

The rest of the family took the case to the House of Lords, and lost. Uncle Henry accused Willie of fraud, and lost. (He also accused Guinness of offering a £50,000 bribe if he would drop his opposition to the sale.) But by a series of legal manoeuvres over the fate of heirlooms in the house, the priority of other creditors on the Savernake estate and the future of the jointures owed to Ailesbury dowagers, he managed to delay the sale until May 1893, when Guinness, now Lord Iveagh, finally lost patience and bought Elveden Hall in Suffolk instead. Willie, who was drinking even more heavily than before and living on the Clapham Road with another actress called Bessie Bellwood, fell ill and died in April 1894, the day before he was due to be declared bankrupt. He was thirty. A carefully worded and on the whole rather generous obituary in the local paper said he was nobody’s enemy but his own. Savernake passed to Uncle Henry. It isn’t clear what, if anything, passed to Samuel Lewis. The doctor who attended Willie in his last illness sued Bessie for his bill.

The Savernake case left the country-house world both relieved and slightly uneasy. The judgement in the Lords meant that a tenant-for-life could run up huge debts and then force through the sale of his ancestral seat on the grounds that he had done just that. Nor did it do much to clarify the legislation, and entails and family settlements continued well into the twentieth century, with lawyers growing richer on the resulting confusion. On the other hand, the Settled Land Acts certainly did make it easier for landowners who were struggling with falling rents and useless heirs to sell off their estates, country houses included. And not every possessor of an ancient ancestral seat was as attached to it as Willie’s Uncle Henry.

The agricultural depression put pressure on some owners to sell, and the Settled Land Acts made it easier for them to do so. But there was a third factor, more harmful to the status quo than these and more far-reaching in its impact on the country house.

In his 1894 budget Chancellor of the Exchequer Sir William Vernon Harcourt introduced an inheritance tax on estates valued at more than £100. The heirs of those who died with estates at this bottom end of the scale would have to supply the Treasury with a sum equal to one per cent of the value of their estate. But the tax was graduated, hitting the wealthy harder the more they owned. Landowners with estates valued at over £100,000, for example, had to find six per cent; at the top end, the duty was eight per cent on estates of over £1 million. Harcourt’s announcement in the House of Commons caused ‘a buzz of amazement, corresponding to the whistles of astonishment heard at a public meeting when some unusually strong sentiment is delivered’.12 Unsurprisingly, the response in the House of Lords to a tax on inherited wealth was more vigorous. The Duke of Devonshire, owner of nearly 200,000 acres in England and Ireland, was described by one observer as giving a ‘manly and vigorous’ speech against the tax, but being ‘somewhat antiquated in his arguments’, which revolved around the familiar idea that it would deter people from accumulating wealth, and since they would have less to spend, they would be less able to employ workers. Ergo it was the working classes who would suffer most.13 More credibly, the duke prophesied that the new tax would force the owners of great estates to sell off large libraries and collections of works of art, and that some precious items would inevitably leave the country. It would ‘reduce the stately splendour of great houses’.


If you increase taxation upon the owner of personal property and reduce his income it is probably not very difficult for him to change in some degree his mode of life, to live in a smaller house, to maintain a smaller establishment, to effect economies in a great many directions without experiencing any great wrench in either his own existence or that of the people dependent upon him. The case of the owner of a landed estate is entirely different. He is bound to the estate, and to a certain scale of expenditure upon it, as long as he remains there. For him it is no question of certain minor economies; for him the question is whether he shall go or stay, whether he will stay as a pauper, unable to discharge the duties which he has hitherto fulfilled, or whether he will go and abandon altogether the occupations to which he has been accustomed and the obligations which he has undertaken … If a man has to reduce his expenditure he will keep fewer servants and horses, and will diminish his tradesmen’s bills, the servants having to find other places, the tradesmen other customers. In the case of a man who is compelled by the operation of this measure to close his country place and to reduce his expenditure upon the estate, the immediate effect will be the absolute cessation of the employment of a large number of people who probably will not readily find employment anywhere else, and the deprivation for hundreds of families of, at all events, their present means of subsistence.14



Nobleman after nobleman rose to attack Harcourt’s bill. The Earl of Feversham, owner of 39,000 acres of Yorkshire, asked the Earl of Rosebery if he really supposed that ‘a measure fraught with so much injustice to the landed interest in this country could be so passed?’ Lord Halsbury, a previous (and future) Lord High Chancellor, called the bill ‘an illustration of the hostile spirit towards the landed aristocracy’.15 Still, the bill passed into law later that year, and those who had predicted it was the thin end of an anti-landowner wedge felt themselves vindicated, but poorer for it, when fifteen years later David Lloyd George’s budget raised the rates: the duty on estates over £100,000 went up to nine per cent, the heirs of estates over £1 million now had to find fifteen per cent, and even worse, Lloyd George’s land taxes provided the foundations for an annual tax on estates. The increases in death duties weren’t a vast amount compared to the fifty per cent top rate imposed by Clement Attlee’s Labour government in 1950. But they were enough to hurt.

Some country-house owners embraced change. In 1889, for example, the radical young Hugh Fairfax-Cholmeley took over the running of his 3,200-acre family estate at Brandsby in Yorkshire, and the £33,000 of debt that went with it, filled with a desire to upset ‘the old order’, as he put it.16 Spurning Brandsby Hall, his eighteenth-century family seat, he commissioned the Arts and Crafts architect Detmar Blow to build him a much more modest place. He ‘wanted a house of extreme simplicity’, wrote Lawrence Weaver in Country Life in 1915, ‘and to adopt the more primitive standard of comfort that is nowadays usual’.17 Having earned the wrath of his conservative neighbours and the even more conservative local vicar by turning one of his vacant cottages into a reading room for his tenants (and starting it off with a subscription to The Star, a socialist newspaper), he set up a co-operative and turned part of the coach house at Brandsby Hall into a dairy. He improved estate cottages, built piggeries, held lectures in his drawing room for the local farmers on such topics as ‘The Principles of Manuring’, and built a goods depot in the village which connected to the North Eastern Railway so that the farmers on his estate could transport produce to various markets more efficiently.

Modern farming methods like these could stave off the worst effects of the agricultural depression, for a time at least. In any case, by 1914 it seemed that most of the changes in country-house life that had taken place over the past forty-four years had been for the better. The country house was still a central feature of rural life. The great ducal mansions – Chatsworth, Blenheim, Welbeck, Woburn, Badminton and the rest – were just as much a part of national and local life as they had always been. For those who preferred something new in the way of an ancestral seat, the paint was barely dry on some of the period’s greatest architectural achievements: Richard Norman Shaw’s Cragside, Philip Webb’s Clouds and the same architect’s Standen. Lutyens had hardly begun on Castle Drogo, his medieval/modernist magnum opus. Ernest Barnsley was still watching the walls go up at his Arts and Crafts masterpiece, Rodmarton.

With a vast national railway network to get you into the country in an hour or two and back to town just as swiftly, the country house Saturday-to-Monday had become an integral part of the social round for the elite. Now you could invite your guests by telephone, although admittedly that still wasn’t quite the thing in the best circles. You could send your chauffeur in your Daimler or your Renault to pick up those guests at the station: if King George and Queen Mary owned motor cars, why shouldn’t you? You could offer guests hot and cold running water, water closets and a bathroom or two, electricity to illuminate their ten-course dinner and, when bridge and billiards were over, to light their way to one of your forty bedrooms. Perhaps it was the one they were supposed to sleep in, or perhaps it belonged to someone else.

In 1914 the country house was still an essential adjunct for the ruling class, a class that now admitted outsiders into its ranks – Jewish bankers and American millionaires and Indian princes. It was still a hub in local and national politics, still an object of desire for the ambitious manufacturer or mill owner, eager to join county society and to achieve the longed-for baronetcy, or at least to marry off his daughter to a baronet. It was still true that an Englishman’s home might quite literally be his castle, ancient or modern; or if not a castle, then a modest but tasteful mansion on a couple of hundred acres. Confident and secure, country-house society basked in the light of a last, best golden age.




1.

Power and Pride

It was late afternoon, and the December light was already failing when the fast train from King’s Cross pulled into Worksop station in Nottinghamshire. It was bitterly cold, too, but that didn’t deter the crowd who had gathered outside the station entrance. They raised a cheer as the little family group emerged and climbed into three waiting coaches: the mother, middle-aged but still beautiful, with raven-black hair, and her five children. The youngest was a little girl only six years old; the oldest was twenty-one, a rather self-important young officer in the Coldstream Guards. This was William Cavendish-Bentinck. Seventeen days earlier, on 6 December 1879, an elderly cousin, the 5th Duke of Portland, had died, leaving William the title, a house, Welbeck Abbey, estates of over 162,000 acres and an annual income which was estimated at the time to be well over £140,000. And two days before Christmas he had come to take up his inheritance.

The 5th Duke of Portland had been something of a recluse. ‘He was a member of four London clubs – Boodle’s, Brook’s, Travellers’ and White’s’, claimed one newspaper report, ‘but we believe he never attended any of them. He was a deputy lieutenant of Nottinghamshire, but we never heard of him acting in that capacity or wearing the official uniform; he was a member of the House of Lords, but the benches of that august assembly never held his tall and slender form. But he had a little world to preside over at Welbeck …’1

That little world was in an alarming state of undress. When the new duke wrote to the resident agent to inform him of his plans to bring his mother, brothers and sister (actually his stepmother and half-siblings – his own mother had died shortly after his birth), the man did his best to discourage him, saying that the place was in a state of chaos and the furniture was all in storage. That didn’t stop the duke: encouraged by his stepmother Augusta, who sent up the furniture from the family’s town house in Grosvenor Square, and notwithstanding the fact that one of his brothers was still so weak from the after-effects of peritonitis that he had to be carried, he announced that come what may, the Cavendish-Bentincks were going to spend Christmas in their new home. Hence their arrival at Worksop station, five miles from Welbeck, on that cold, dark December afternoon.

When they arrived at Welbeck itself, the reasons for the agent’s reluctance to welcome them were quickly apparent. The drive was covered in builder’s rubble, and planks had been laid down so that the carriages could reach the front door. A reception committee was waiting to greet them in the hall: Thomas McCallum, the house steward; the agent, F. J. Turner; the clerk of works, a Mr Tinker; and some of the senior servants. But there was no floor: temporary boards had been put down to enable the party to enter, and after a short and, one imagines, rather strained conversation, the family, still wearing mourning for the late duke, was ushered into the west wing, toward the four or five habitable rooms that made up the 5th duke’s private apartment.

And privacy was the key to Welbeck’s recent history. As its name suggests, it had once been an abbey and a few medieval fragments remained, although they were buried deep in centuries of remodelling and rebuilding by a succession of architects – some distinguished, others less so – until by the nineteenth century the abbey had evolved into a vast if rather disjointed ducal mansion. As a young man the 5th duke, who inherited Welbeck from his father in 1854, had led the normal life of a privileged aristocrat, but in around 1860, and for reasons which remain rather obscure, he began to develop an exaggerated passion for privacy. For the next two decades he indulged what one contemporary commentator described as ‘a fancy of truly remarkable intensity for solitude and seclusion’ (the writer adding rather primly ‘one cannot but wonder that the nobility in such a man did not find issue by somewhat worthier channels’).2 The gardens of his townhouse on Cavendish Square were overlooked by his neighbours; so he wrapped them – the gardens, not the neighbours – in an enormous high screen of frosted glass. He didn’t like the idea of meeting others when he travelled up and down to London by train; so he had his carriage lifted onto a railway truck, and kept the green silk blind tightly drawn for the entire journey.

At Welbeck, this obsession with privacy manifested itself in strange ways, as the new duke and his family soon found out. The day after their arrival they began to explore the house. The doors in the 5th duke’s apartment, where they had spent the night, were equipped with double sets of brass letter boxes, one for ‘in’ and one for ‘out’. Most of the other rooms in the house had bare floors, pink walls and no furniture, except that each boasted a ducal water closet, with water laid on and in good working order – yet ‘not enclosed or sheltered in any way’, recalled the 6th duke’s little sister Ottoline (the future Bloomsbury hostess Lady Ottoline Morrell).3 Only the fan-vaulted Gothic Hall, designed in 1747–51, showed signs of occupation: it was filled with ‘a vast gathering of cabinets all more or less in a state of disrepair’.4

It was when the family ventured below ground that the full extent of the 5th duke’s ambitious eccentricity became apparent. Like children in a fantasy by E. Nesbit, they descended into an underground passage and up through a trap door into the seventeenth-century riding school, one of the largest in the world, to find it lined with mirrors, hung with crystal chandeliers and filled with paintings, many of them unframed and unnamed and stacked two or three deep. A building which had once housed stables now held the kitchens, from where food was lowered by a lift onto a heated truck which was pushed on rails by one of the menservants along another underground passage for 150 yards until it reached the main house. A further passage ran off this one into a range of enormous chambers, all underground, heated by hot air and lit by skylights during the day and by thousands of gas-jets by night. (One room alone had 1,000 jets.) The largest of these rooms, 154 feet long by 64 feet wide, had originally been conceived as a picture gallery, but was later known as a ballroom: at the far end was a second hydraulic lift which was said to be able to take a carriage, so that guests could arrive in the ballroom without having to leave their coach. There never were any guests.

The technology involved in the 5th duke’s subterranean creations was impressive. As well as the gas lighting (the duke had built a gas plant on the grounds) and the hydraulic lifts and the hot-air heating, the walls were lined with layers of asphalt to keep out the damp; cast-iron columns supported the ceiling in one room, while the ballroom had an uninterrupted span achieved by the use of box girders concealed in the roof structure.5 Cut-and-cover tunnels and passages were brick vaulted, and surprisingly long. The great driving tunnel, which was the only direct road to Worksop, ran for more than a mile. It was wide enough for two carriages to pass, and lit during the day by ‘small mushroom windows which threw a ghostly light,’ recalled Ottoline, and at night by hundreds of gas-jets.6

There were two tunnels from the house to the stables and gardens, each about a mile long: one was for the duke, the other for gardeners and workmen. The duke didn’t want to meet anyone walking in the same tunnel as himself, remembered Ottoline. There was a skating rink in the garden, where the old duke employed a man just to look after the skates of various sizes. Apparently, he liked his servants (there were eighteen living in, including a baker and a confectioner) to use the facilities, so much so that if he came across any of the maids sweeping the corridors or the stairs, he packed them off to the skating rink whether they wanted to go or not.

When the new duke arrived at Christmas 1879, his predecessor had been at work on Welbeck for nearly twenty years. But much of that work was still to be finished. There were wheelbarrows and shovels lying around in the underground chambers; nowhere was furnished, apart from the private apartments, and the grounds looked like a building site; which of course they were. Welbeck was weird and depressing. ‘This vast place,’ said Ottoline, ‘denuded as it was of all grace and beauty and life, cast a gloom over us.’7 It was filled with the personality of its last duke; and that personality was problematic, troubling, evidence of a man intent on ‘banishing grace and beauty and human love and companionship’.8

The 5th duke’s architectural peccadillos can’t have come as a complete surprise to his successor. They were common knowledge in the district – how could they not be, when the duke was employing an army of workmen on his projects, and when, in the words of one of the many newspaper accounts of the works, ‘Welbeck was like an industrial village’?9 The whole world was talking about the tunnels and underground chambers at Welbeck Abbey. ‘The late duke led a retired life, devoting a large portion of his time to building and making improvements at Welbeck Abbey, on which he expended an enormous amount of money,’ ran his Telegraph obituary.10 Less measured descriptions of the works appeared in dozens of journals and newspapers all over the country in the weeks following the 5th duke’s death.

But the extent of these works, and their unfinished state, came as a shock. The new duke kept up the usual Christmas customs, since arrangements were already in place. All the poor and widows of the district received their usual gifts of prime beef and plum puddings on Christmas Eve, the day after the family’s arrival; and when the duke, his stepmother and his half-siblings attended morning service at Worksop on the following Sunday, the county turned out to inspect them and the church bells were rung in their honour.

But what Portland really wanted to do as soon as it was decently possible was to shut up the house and go back to London. As he confessed in his memoirs years later, he was already annoyed with his predecessor for the inconsiderate timing of his death, which ruined the young man’s plans to spend Christmas hunting in Buckinghamshire. Who wanted to live in such a peculiar house?, he asked himself. Not him.

Luckily for Welbeck – and for the duke, whose home it turned out to be for the next sixty-three years – his stepmother had other ideas. Augusta told him it was his duty to remain in Nottinghamshire, and she was going to stay with him and knock the house into shape. Shocked that the 5th duke had demolished the family chapel, she announced that ‘it was extremely wrong that we should all live as heathens’, so she screened off one end of the old riding school with a red baize curtain, had a temporary altar and a lectern set up, and installed a resident chaplain and a harmonium, while she got up a choir from the workers on the estate. A painting by Sir Reynolds, Angel in Contemplation, hung over the altar, but as a chapel it wasn’t a success. ‘At night, when its multitude of gas-jets in glass chandeliers are lit, the suggestion of a foreign café in a large city might be at least strong, if not overpowering,’ commented one visitor.11 It was remodelled in the early 1890s by Henry Wilson, who created a remarkable Byzantine interior with an equally remarkable altar frontal of electroplated silver.

For the duke’s young half-brothers and half-sister, the attempt to make sense of the mansion and its contents was exciting, even if it was exhausting for their mother. They found cupboards full of socks and silk handkerchiefs and dark brown wigs. They watched as Gobelins tapestries were taken out of their tin cases and unrolled, and rummaged around in what looked like a dressing-up chest but which actually held a set of robes worn for George I’s coronation in October 1714. Ottoline remembered one evening standing in a dark chamber while a servant held a candle and her brother went through the drawers of a cabinet filled with snuff boxes and watches and old miniatures, when he found a green silk purse. It was stuffed with £2,000-worth of banknotes. ‘The little green purse – but without the notes – was given to me to keep, and still when I look at it I see myself again a small child peering up at those dim treasures lit by a solitary candle.’12

From these unconventional beginnings, the 6th duke soon established a conventionally ducal way of life at Welbeck. He began to entertain, with his stepmother acting as his hostess: in the summer of 1881 Prince Leopold, Duke of Albany came to lunch, with the Duke of St Albans. Later that year the Prince of Wales, who according to Portland ‘had himself proposed the visit’, descended for two days’ pheasant shooting.13 An impressive clutch of aristocrats was invited to meet him, including the Duke and Duchess of Manchester, the Marquess of Hartington (heir to the Devonshire dukedom), Lord and Lady Castlereagh, later the Marquess and Marchioness of Londonderry, and the widowed Mary Marchioness of Ailesbury, who, having found her style in the early Victorian period, continued to cling to it, wearing her hair in unfashionable ringlets until her death in 1895. The prince himself was surprised to be driven to the Abbey through the 5th duke’s long, gas-lit tunnel, escorted by a troop of Yeomanry. His hat fell off and was trampled by one of the Yeomanry horses.

In 1889, the duke married Winifred Dallas-Yorke, daughter of a Lincolnshire JP. It was a happy marriage which lasted until Portland’s death (Winifred always called him ‘Portland’) in 1943, and the duchess produced an heir, a spare, and a daughter named Victoria, the elderly queen’s last godchild. They divided their time between the Grosvenor Square house and Welbeck, where they lived in some state. They kept an indoor staff of twenty-eight, including ten housemaids. Six footmen worked in shifts. At dinner their day livery of black tailcoat, dog-tooth check waistcoat with monogrammed buttons, wing collar and white bow tie, gave way to state livery: a claret-coloured velvet cutaway coat, a shirt of Nottingham lace, white doeskin breeches, white silk stockings, black shoes with silver buckles and a silver wig.

Portland was a fanatical sportsman. He owned and bred racehorses: his St Simon won the Ascot Gold Cup in 1884. He laid out his own golf course in the park at Welbeck. He was a great supporter of the local cricket club: his chaplain and his secretary organised a Welbeck eleven, ‘which was seldom beaten’.14 And he held a succession of shooting parties every winter: on one notorious occasion in 1913 a loader tripped and one of his guns accidentally discharged, narrowly missing one of Portland’s guests. It was Archduke Franz Ferdinand. As Portland recalled, ‘I have often wondered whether the Great War might not have been averted, or at least postponed, had the archduke met his death there and not at Sarajevo the following year.’15

When a nursery maid accidentally left an electric iron switched on at the socket in October 1900 and the Abbey was badly damaged by the resulting fire and the drenching it received from the four steam fire engines called out to extinguish it, Portland commissioned repairs and remodelling from the firm of Ernest George and Yeates, recommended to him by Bertram Mitford (grandfather of the Mitford sisters), who had just employed George to restore his own seat, Batsford Park in Gloucestershire. There was another connection: in 1881 George had designed the Ossington Coffee Palace in nearby Newark for the 5th Duke’s temperance-mad sister. Portland originally asked the Earl of Wemyss to recommend an architect; but Wemyss, who had just had the Scottish architect William Young carry out work at Gosford House in East Lothian, replied that although he was satisfied with Young’s work, they had had a falling out ‘when I ventured to suggest that Inigo Jones and Sir Christopher Wren were almost as great architects as himself’. That was enough to put Portland off.16

Ernest George was a safe pair of hands, a conventional architect who until 1892 had been in partnership with the more gifted Harold Peto. Between them they had built up a big practice turning out an eclectic mix of Queen Anne, Jacobethan, Wrenaissance and neo-Georgian country houses, and when Peto retired and E. G., as he was known in his office, brought in Alfred Yeates as a business partner, the practice continued. E. G. didn’t disappoint when it came to repairing fire-damaged Welbeck, producing some solid but not unattractive work in an English baroque style. It suited Portland, who was himself solid but not unattractive.

How typical was Portland’s lifestyle, the constant round of house parties and shooting parties and public duties? (He was Lord Lieutenant of Nottinghamshire for forty-one years, and Master of the Horse to Queen Victoria and Edward VII.) In 1875 George Routledge and Sons published The Upper Ten Thousand: An Alphabetical List. Drawing on a phrase first used about New York high society and by then in general use to describe any elite, it was compiled by a journalist and ex-colonial official, Adam Bisset Thom, who explained that he had set out to list ‘all those who have any definite position [his italics] arising either from hereditary rank, or from any recognised title or order conferred up them by the Sovereign, or from any of the higher grades of the military, naval, clerical, or colonial services of the State’.17 Thom clarified ‘forms of epistolary address’, gave tables of precedence, and provided helpful explanatory notes:


The daughter of a peer does not lose her own rank should she marry a commoner or a bishop; but if she marries a peer her title and precedency are merged in his, e.g., if the daughter of a duke marries a baron, she sinks to the rank of a baroness. But if the widow of, for example, a duke marries a baron, she retains her own rank of duchess. The widow of a peer or knight may retain her title notwithstanding her second marriage, but she does so only by courtesy. The widow of a baronet, however, enjoys her precedence for life by right. Official rank and precedence is not communicable to the wife, but the wife of the Viceroy of Ireland and of a lord mayor has precedence derived from her husband’s office.18



Is everybody clear on that?

Then came the list, beginning with Major-General Sir Frederick Abbott, whose residence was given as Broom Hall in Kent, and ending with the bishop of Zululand, Thomas Wilkinson DD. There was no address for Bishop Wilkinson – the precise location in Zululand of his episcopal palace had obviously eluded Thom. And sandwiched between Abbott and Zululand were the great and the good of Great Britain and Ireland: the landed nobility and its offspring, the military men who had commanded an empire, the politicians who ruled it. Entries were concise, giving names, titles (and when they were first created), brief personal details, clubs and residences in country and in town. The entry for the 4th Marquess of Bath is fairly typical:


Bath, 4 marq. of (1789). John Alexander Thynne; b. 1831; m. dr. of 3 visc. de Vesci; 2nd tit. visc. Weymouth: dep.-lieut. Wilts and Somerset, knight grand cross of the tower and sword of Portugal, cap. Wilts yeomanry from 1850.

Boodle’s, Carlton; Longleat, Warminster, Wilts; 48 Berkeley Square.



One of the more noticeable things about the list, once one has managed to decode all the ‘dr.’s and ‘visc.’s and ‘dep.-lieut.’s, is that most families deemed by Thom to have a definite position in society also had a country house or two. It might be a palace (although interestingly, the Duke of Marlborough’s residence was given as ‘Blenheim House’ rather than ‘Blenheim Palace’); it might be something quite modest, like Abbott’s Georgian Broom Hall. There might be more than one house. Portland’s predecessor, the eccentric 5th Duke, kept two other country houses besides Welbeck: Fullarton House and Langwell Lodge, both in Scotland. Sudbury Hall in Derbyshire was the Vernon family’s main seat; but the 6th Lord Vernon also listed Poynton Hall in Chester and Widdrington Castle, Morpeth, as well as having a town address at 34 Grosvenor Street. The 7th Duke of Devonshire listed Chatsworth, of course; but also Bolton Abbey in Yorkshire; Holker Hall in Lancashire; Compton Place, Eastbourne; and Lismore Castle in County Waterford, Ireland. And a town house, given as ‘78 Piccadilly’, which scarcely does justice to the enormous scale of Devonshire House, which had been at the heart of London Society since 1696.

The Upper Ten Thousand was a great success. It was swiftly taken over by Kelly and Company, the publisher of trade directories for every county in England, and it was regularly updated under its new name of Kelly’s Handbook to the Titled, Landed and Official Classes. But the criteria for inclusion began to broaden. By 1909, when Kelly’s was into its thirty-fifth edition, the original entrants had been joined by a new category: ‘the chief landowners being also occupiers of one of the principal county seats’.19

And already in the early editions of the work, there were names that seemed somehow out of place among all the noblemen and women, the generals and bishops and MPs who made up Adam Bisset Thom’s Upper Ten Thousand. Take Sir William George Armstrong, for example. Apart from his knighthood, 65-year-old Armstrong possessed none of the usual qualifications for entry – he had no hereditary title, no pedigree, no high political office. He was a solicitor-turned-engineer – an industrialist who in the 1850s had invented a rifled breech-loading artillery piece known as the Armstrong gun, with a factory, the Elswick Ordnance Company, in his home city of Newcastle-upon-Tyne.

Take a closer look at the Upper Ten Thousand list, and one can see a few more intruders scattered around its pages, and their numbers grew with each new edition: William McEwan, described simply as ‘a brewer’; Sir Richard Biddulph Martin, ‘a banker in London’; Abel Buckley, ‘a cotton manufacturer at Ashton-under-Lyne’.20

Armstrong, McEwan and the others were shining examples of a new – or new-ish – class of country-house owners, men who had earned their own fortunes in trade or manufacturing; and the orthodox narrative is that having earned it, they set about acquiring a country mansion and estate of their own on which to spend it – although the truth was more complicated than that. William McEwan bought a country house not for himself but for his daughter, Mrs Ronald Greville, living with her at Polesden Lacey in Surrey until his death in 1913. Abel Buckley inherited two country houses from uncles, Ryecroft Hall in Lancashire and Galtee Castle in County Cork. The banker Richard Martin already had an ancestral seat: Overbury Court in Worcestershire, a handsome house acquired in 1723 by a banking forebear, rebuilt in 1739 and remodelled by Richard Norman Shaw at the end of the nineteenth century and again by Ernest Newton at the beginning of the twentieth.

William Armstrong fits the mould more happily. The son of a Newcastle corn merchant and town councillor, he trained as a lawyer before embarking on the career as an engineer and inventor which was to make his fortune. In 1835 he married Margaret Ramshaw, daughter of a County Durham builder and engineer, and the couple set up home in a new house, Jesmond Dene, which stood, rather confusingly, in the Newcastle neighbourhood of Jesmond Dene. The Armstrongs were generous with their home, opening the grounds to everything from the local floral and horticultural society’s annual show of produce to grand civic occasions. They entertained on a big scale, too, but this also tended to be directed towards civic or philanthropic ends. In the summer of 1864, for example, the Armstrongs hosted a grand dinner for about 150 visiting members of the Royal Agricultural Society in a ‘Banqueting Hall’ they had built two years earlier. The Newcastle Journal noted approvingly that the ‘cuisine was a la Francaise, and in the newest mode’; while the guests were entertained between the many toasts by the Newcastle Corporation organist and members of Durham Cathedral choir, whose repertoire ranged from Willam Byrd to a glee titled ‘Life’s a Bumper’.21

By now Armstrong, who was in his mid fifties and who had been knighted in 1859 for his services to the British armaments industry, had begun to withdraw from the management of his industrial empire. In 1863, on a visit to Rothbury and the Debdon valley, where he had spent many happy childhood holidays – his earliest memories consisted of paddling in the river there, gathering pebbles on its gravel beds, and climbing amongst the rocks of the Crag – he decided to build a small shooting and fishing lodge. His first purchase, in November of that year, consisted of no more than twenty acres, but by systematically acquiring more and more land as it became available, he eventually owned 1,729 acres of pleasure grounds and twenty or so farms.

Armstrong’s decision to extend this lodge, which he called Cragside House and which would eventually become one of the greatest of all Victorian country houses, came about in rather a roundabout way. In 1869 he bought a history painting by John Callcott Horsley to hang in the Banqueting Hall at Jesmond Dene. Prince Hal Taking the Crown from his Father’s Bedside was enormous – twelve feet high – and realising it wouldn’t fit, Armstrong invited Richard Norman Shaw to design an extension to the hall. Shaw had remodelled Horsley’s early Georgian house, Willesley in Kent, in his distinctive Old English style some five years earlier, and it was probably Horsley who suggested the young architect.22

While Shaw was staying with the Armstrongs to discuss the project, Sir William mentioned that he was also thinking of extending the lodge at Rothbury for his retirement. That was enough for Shaw: according to legend, he sketched out the entire plan of Cragside over a weekend, while the other guests were out shooting, and presented it to Armstrong complete. (Shaw was a fast worker. There is another story that when he went to out to dinner, he wore a dress shirt with extra-long cuffs. If he found himself sitting next to a rich man in need of a new country house – whether that rich man realised it or not – he would sketch the design on a cuff and by the time the gentlemen joined the ladies, he would have a new client.)

In any event, Shaw was given the commission, and in three stages between 1869 and 1884 he more than trebled the size of Armstrong’s original lodge. The first phase, an extension to the north-west, consisted of an inner hall, dining room and library, with a suite of hot-air, plunge and shower baths beneath, and bedrooms above. But by 1872, when these works were nearing completion, Armstrong had grown more ambitious. So Shaw created a new east–west wing to the south of the main block, containing a new staircase, a long gallery (which originally served as a museum for Armstrong’s collection of geological and scientific specimens), and the Gilnockie Tower, the design of which was based on the stronghold of John Armstrong of Gilnockie, a border raider and supposed ancestor who was hanged by James V of Scotland in 1530. Shaw also raised the tower of the original house, and crowned it with a half-timbered gable. His last set of designs, carried out in 1883–5, involved the building of yet another wing, this time on a roughly north–south axis and to the east of the Gilnockie Tower. This housed a large top-lit drawing room which also served as a gallery for the display of Armstrong’s paintings.

To weld the little 1863 house and the additions, spanning more than fifteen years, into a unified whole would have been well-nigh impossible. But much of the magic of Cragside stems from just this lack of cohesion. Gables jostle with crenellations; towers strive to outreach tall Tudor chimneystacks; cavernous Gothic arches compete with mullioned bay windows; and half-timbering stands side by side with dressed ashlar and rough stonework.

At first sight, these juxtapositions create a feeling that Cragside has gradually evolved over centuries rather than years. But this soon fades: if anything, the building’s irregularities owe more to Georgian theories of picturesque beauty than to the full-blown historicism of the Victorian Gothicists. This is the key to the success of the house. Against all the odds, Cragside succeeds precisely because all of those periods, all of those styles, have been ransacked and then ruthlessly subordinated to visual impact, to spectacle and excitement.

Given this additive building history, one might expect that the internal planning of Cragside would be equally complex and challenging. And so it is, although here the variety and irregularity which produce such a powerful effect in the exterior can on occasion feel confused and tiresome. The dark, narrow corridor which originally formed the spine of the 1863 house seems out of keeping with the scale of the new Cragside. And the route from the drawing room to the dining room, admittedly a feature that Victorian architects tended to make as impressive as possible, is nearly sixty yards in length. As Armstrong’s guests, who included the Prince and Princess of Wales and an impressive array of foreign potentates eager to purchase warships and weaponry – the King of Siam, the Shah of Persia, the Crown Prince of Afghanistan – went down to dinner, negotiating the gallery, six flights of stairs and a long passageway, one suspects that admiration at the grandeur of their host’s new house must have been tempered by the prospect of the return journey.

But while the circulation spaces at Cragside may seem to ramble interminably, the individual interiors are among some of the finest of the period in Britain. The main living room was the library – an elegant high-art interior, with Morris and Co. stained glass, light oak panelling, and a beautiful beamed and coffered ceiling with inset walnut panels and carved bosses by James Forsyth, one of Shaw’s favourite craftsmen. Here, unlike the later interiors – the library belongs to Shaw’s first set of alterations, and was completed in 1872 – the architect seems to have either selected or designed many of the furnishings. Chief among these is a set of ebonised mahogany Queen Anne chairs made by Gillow, with cane seats and leather backs stamped with a pomegranate motif.

Next door to the library is the dining room – and when Armstrong’s guests finally did arrive here, their surroundings, as well as the meal, must have made the journey seem worthwhile. Heavy but somehow still intimate, it is the quintessential Old English interior, a quaint farmhouse parlour refined and stylised and enlarged until it met the requirements of a great Victorian industrialist, while still retaining an air of comfortable old-world domesticity. Ceiling and walls are panelled in light oak, with carvings of flowers, birds and animals by Forsyth, who may also have been responsible for the richly carved stone inglenook, a feature which, with its connotations of cosy yeomen homesteads, was to become a commonplace feature of Arts and Crafts and Old English country houses.

Compare that dining room with the other great set-piece interior at Cragside, the drawing room, begun in 1883 and finished just in time for a visit from the Prince and Princess of Wales in August 1884. During the twelve years which separate the two rooms, Shaw moved away from the atmospheric intimacy of his Old English work towards a more self-indulgent opulence, an ostentation symbolised in the Cragside drawing room by the colossal Renaissance marble chimneypiece designed by his chief assistant, W. R. Lethaby. Said to weigh ten tons and smothered in elaborate carving, this brilliant but cold monument surmounts another inglenook. But, in contrast with the one in the dining room, this one is lined with fine marble, and its settles are covered in red leather. It expresses wealth rather than welcome, power rather than peace.

The drawing room was Richard Norman Shaw’s last job at Cragside. Further work – competent, but lacking Shaw’s flair – was carried out in the 1890s by the Gloucester architect Frederick Waller, who added a billiard room to the east of the drawing-room wing. There was no smoking room in the house, and according to a 1901 article in The Onlooker, before the billiard room was added it was not unusual to see ‘a row of Japanese or other foreign naval officers, in charge of some war vessel building at the famous Elswick works, sitting in a row on the low wall outside the front door, puffing away for all they were worth’.23

Lord Armstrong of Cragside as he now was, having been raised to the peerage in 1887, gave Jesmond Dene and its Banqueting Hall to the people of Newcastle in 1884, having already presented them with ninety-three acres of gardens which formed the nucleus of a public park which was named after him. In 1893 Lady Armstrong died, and as a memorial to her he bought and began to restore the twelfth-century Bamburgh Castle, using the Cumberland architect Charles John Ferguson. Armstrong intended Bamburgh as a convalescent home, but he died in 1900, before the work was completed.

The Victorian nouveau-riche outsider came in many forms. Armstrong’s heart was in the North-East rather than London, and his values were essentially bourgeois. Far from being an intruder, eager to break into Society, he was content to let Society come to him. Cragside, his kindest monument, is a softly lyrical building, evoking the past but not laying claim to it, and it is revealing that in the most characteristic portrait of him, by Henry Hetherington Emmerson, he sits reading a newspaper in the dining-room inglenook at Cragside, his two dogs at his carpet-slippered feet and a quintessentially domestic inscription over the inglenook fireplace prominently displayed: ‘East or West, Hame’s Best’. It would be hard to imagine the Duke of Portland choosing to be memorialised in such an informal fashion.




2.

Moneybags

The brash, vulgar captain of industry, whether brewer or banker or cotton lord, was a stock figure of fun in novels and plays; an inept social upstart, with no ancient responsibilities, no traditions to keep up. His own servants despised him as one of the jumped-up rich. Newspapers and magazines used him (and her, because his brash, vulgar and socially ambitious wife was also a target) as fodder for their lamentations about all that was wrong with modern society. Eton, it was said in the 1890s, ‘is a school painfully infected with nouveaux riches whose fathers’ and grandfathers’ names are not to be found on the lists of that or indeed any other public school’.1 They were laughed at for over-tipping, since ‘the best people are not the people who give the best tips’; and for giving their brand-new country houses names like ‘Court’ or ‘Grange’ or ‘Abbey’ or ‘Priory’, names ‘smacking of feudalism and a stirring historic past’.2 They were pitied because they ‘have not had time to be educated to the use of wealth’.3 They were condemned for their want of taste and their want of breeding – criticisms which were often bound up with an unconcealed and unpleasant disdain for Jews and foreigners, exemplified by the pushy upstart who was, in the words of one commentator, ‘without one grain of culture’, but ‘who seeks to thrust himself forward by the mere force of his money-bags’.4

‘Sometimes,’ wrote Augustus Jessopp in 1890,


the newcomers are a grievous infliction. Town-bred folk who emerge from the back streets and have amassed money by a new hair-wash or an improvement in stocking-plaster. Such as these are out of harmony with their temporary surroundings: they giggle in the faces of the farmers’ daughters, ridicule the speech and manners of the labourers and their wives, and grumble at everything … They introduce a vulgarity of tone quite indescribable.5



Jessopp, the rector of a rural parish in Norfolk, was scathing in his condemnation of the incomer, the Burton brewer or the Birmingham button manufacturer who blundered into the rural idyll and wrecked it. Nor was it just the vulgarity that grated: Jessopp was convinced that these intruders, these ‘come-and-go people who hire the country houses which their owners are compelled to let’, upset the natural order of things.6 Their footmen and ladies’ maids gave themselves airs and made the rustics jealous. When word got round that the newcomers were engaging in antics up at the hall, such as daring to play tennis on Sunday afternoons, the old villagers felt unsettled, while the youngsters began to think that if the hall could do it, why couldn’t they? And worst of all, the puritans in the community began to think like socialists, looking forward to the day when the rich got their just deserts.

That was a caricature, of course. But it was one which played to the fears of landed society, high and low. In his 1906 satire, The Country Life, T. W. H. Crosland complained that the countryside was plagued by ‘fat Jews, wealthy brewers, swagger Members of Parliament, record breakers, company promoters, and their ill-bred wives, sisters, cousins and aunts’.7 Anti-Semitism, snobbery and reactionary values went hand in hand.

Yet there were more considered responses to the nouveaux riches’ invasion of the countryside. Thomas Hardy’s ‘Architectural Masks’ is one notable example:


There is a house with ivied walls,

And mullioned windows worn and old,

And the long dwellers in those halls

Have souls that know but sordid calls,

And dote on gold.

In a blazing brick and plated show

Not far away a ‘villa’ gleams,

And here a family few may know,

With book and pencil, viol and bow,

Lead inner lives of dreams.

The philosophic passers say,

‘See that old mansion mossed and fair,

Poetic souls therein are they:

And O that gaudy box! Away,

You vulgar people there.’



Less eloquent, but just as telling, was an Illustrated London News article of October 1882, ‘Le Nouveau Riche’, which rejected the stereotype of the ‘vulgar obstreperous nabob of farces and comedies’ in favour of a much more sympathetic picture of the type.8 Its fictitious subject, ‘Mr. Capper’, was a builder who had grown rich, ‘partly the result of enterprise guided by great shrewdness, partly of sheer good luck’. His income ‘would have made a handsome fortune for an English Duke, or a Continental King’. Yet there was nothing vulgar or brash about him. He was a quiet man, who tended to avoid Society because he preferred his own company.

Everything about him spoke of quiet good taste, and that was nowhere as clear as when it came to buying a country house. He brought in an architect to modernise it ‘in accordance with the last mandates of science and art’. His wife ‘found one of the queens of fashion very ready to help her furnish it with quiet and convenient splendour’. A distinguished academic chose the books to go into his library; a hard-up peer who understood these things filled his stable and his wine cellar. His head gardener came from Chatsworth; his head groom from Newmarket; and his coachmen had learned their trade in the royal stables.9

This rehabilitated, salt-of-the-earth member of the nouveaux riches still required the advice and support of his betters; but the implication was that quiet good sense and the ability to ask for advice – and to take it – were qualities to be sought after, and they could be found in the country houses of the nouveaux riches.

There was certainly an increase in the number of country houses that were being sold or more often, let furnished, around the turn of the century. By 1900, dozens of them were coming onto the market every week, sometimes with substantial estates, sometimes not. ‘A beautiful English home, one of the principal seats in the Midland Counties, suitable for a wealthy gentleman, fond of sport, to be let, furnished, for a term of years,’ ran a typical advertisement from June of that year for a mansion with thirty bedrooms ‘in the Tudor style’, with its own private race-course, shooting over 4,000 acres and excellent hunting in the district. For 500 guineas a year you could have yourself a ‘fine old country house’ with twenty-five bedrooms and 3,000 acres of shooting. For 550 guineas, you could rent 3,000 acres of excellent shooting and fishing in the hunting country of Northamptonshire, together with stabling for fifteen horses, two miles of river frontage and a ‘beautiful old Country Seat’, furnished and containing ‘billiard room, handsome ballroom, saloon or music room, drawing room, dining room, library, conservatory, about 25 bed and dressing rooms’. (Don’t you love that ‘about’? It is as if there were so many that the agent kept losing count.)10

Many of these advertisements emphasised the sporting potential of the estate: the size of the stables; the proximity to hunts (‘hunting with four packs’); the fact that there were golf links nearby. Architectural merits tended to be played down, although there were exceptions. An advertisement announcing the sale of the medieval Priory in Orpington, Kent, was addressed ‘to Antiquarians and Others’, and waxed lyrical about this ‘charming old Family Mansion, forming a really beautiful and genuine specimen of the early English domestic architecture’.11 That was a rarity: the presence of modern conveniences, electric lighting and decent plumbing was usually seen as a more telling selling point. ‘Sanitation said to be perfect’ ran one not entirely convincing example.12

‘The story of the owner and creator of the splendid mansion and gardens of Impney is typical of much that is best in this country,’ declared Country Life in 1901.13 That owner was John Corbett, a real-life Mr Capper, a quiet, genial man with a wide forehead, inquiring eyes and the kind of rags-to-riches story which the Victorians loved. Having joined his father, a Shropshire farmer with a fleet of canal boats, as a young man, John saw that the railways were going to be the death of canal traffic. In 1852 the family business was sold and John turned his attention to the salt industry, buying the Stoke Prior Salt Works in Worcestershire and turning it into a huge and very lucrative business. In 1869 he began building a new country house, Impney Hall, on the outskirts of Droitwich in Worcestershire for his wife Anna and their five children. It was completed in 1875.

The French origins of Impney Hall – it did not acquire the name by which it is known today, ‘Chateau Impney’, until the 1940s, when it was being operated as a bar and restaurant – gives it an affinity with those houses we shall look at in Chapter Six, Oldway and Waddesdon and Halton; but the story of its building fits here. The explanation usually given for Corbett’s choice of style, an ornate and high-pitched Louis XIII, is that his wife was French and he did it to please her. Neither is true: she was an O’Meara from County Tipperary, although she was living in Paris in 1855 when John met her, the daughter of a minor Irish diplomat; and as we shall see, by the late 1860s pleasing his wife was low on John’s list of priorities. Another explanation is that Corbett, a Liberal, was locked in political battle with his Conservative rival for the constituency, Sir John Pakington, whose own seat, Westwood, had a touch of France about it, having been built in the early seventeenth century as a homage to the Château de Madrid near Paris.

Whatever the reason, Corbett wanted a French Renaissance palace, designed by a French architect. His in-laws suggested the Paris-based Auguste Tronquois, whose work included a number of town houses at least one of which, a mansion on the rue Murillo in the eighth arrondissement, was in a neo-Louis XIII style. Tronquois wasn’t prepared to supervise the building work himself; that task was handed over to an Englishman, Richard Phené Spiers, who had studied at the École des Beaux-Arts between 1858 and 1861.

No expense was spared on the new house. Corbett’s biographers reckoned that as many as 3,000 people were employed on the building, and that the total cost was around £200,000.14 Craftsmen were brought in from Europe to execute the internal plasterwork; there was carved oak and stained glass and gilt cherubs; and the doors to the main ground-floor reception rooms were decorated with phrases of music from Mendelssohn’s Spring Song. The ceiling of Corbett’s octagonal study was filled with the seven sciences. One particularly nice feature was the provision of cat-runs in the cavity walls and behind the wainscots, with cat-flaps in the skirting – a precaution against mice and rats.

With its spiky turrets and steeply pitched roofs, Impney still looks remarkable in the twenty-first century. ‘It looks what it is,’ said Country Life at the time; ‘a magnificently built palace, intended to look splendid, and succeeding in that object.’15 And if the writer’s prediction, that in 300 years’ time Impney would be as much admired as that Elizabethan masterpiece Wollaton Hall, is a little wide of the mark, the house is still a delight. Corbett also had another country house and estate, the Georgian Ynysymaengwyn in Merionethshire, which he bought in 1878, perhaps because it had once belonged to the Corbet family (with one ‘t’) and he believed, wrongly as it happened, that he was resurrecting an old family connection.

But Impney was not what the people of Droitwich first thought of when John Corbett’s name was mentioned. He was much better known for bringing employment to the district with his salt works, for introducing better working conditions, and for distributing largesse on an impressive scale.

One Tuesday afternoon in April 1879, for example, with church bells ringing and flags flying all over the town, John Corbett presided over the opening of the Salters’ Hall in Droitwich. Intended as a focus for the whole town, and designed in a half-timbered style to fit with the older surrounding buildings, it was a meeting place, a venue for dances and concerts, and an opportunity to practise rational recreation, complete with a library and a reading room.

And it was built entirely at Corbett’s expense. The official opening was a civic occasion, and it attracted the crowds: the mayor, Frank Holyoake, who gave the first of many speeches, apologised for his nervous delivery on the grounds that he had never before had to address ‘such a vast assembly’– there were more than 1,500 people in the hall. He then proposed a motion ‘that the thanks of this assemblage, and the thanks of the whole town and trade, be given to Mr Corbett for his extreme kindness and liberality in erecting this most magnificent hall’. Everyone gave three cheers, and Corbett, whose arms were placed over the stage as a reminder of his munificence, responded with a short speech in which he said that he thought it ‘the duty of every man, according to his means and position, to endeavour to do some amount of good in his day and generation’.16 The speeches were followed by a concert given by the Worcester Vocal Union, and afterwards Corbett, the mayor and the performers went next door for supper in the Raven Hotel, which Corbett had recently bought.

He remodelled the Raven and built two more hotels in the town, the Worcestershire and the Royal. All three were meant to service another of his schemes, his dream of turning the town into a popular health spa: in 1882 he bought Droitwich’s old saline baths, rebuilt them and opened them as St Andrew’s Brine Baths. Advertisements declared that they were ‘now rendered more effectual than ever by the recent erection of Baths on the most scientific principles, including Massage, Douche, Needle, Vapour, and Swimming Baths’.17 He gave land for a new railway station, and paid for the construction of two new wide roads. They were named Corbett Road and Corbett Avenue.

These were sound business ventures. (When Corbett’s will was read, the people of Droitwich were upset to discover that although he had given them to understand he was donating Salters Hall to the town, he had actually hung on to it and bequeathed it to his trustees.) But he also lived up to his claim to ‘do some amount of good in his day and generation’. He gave the gardens surrounding his brine baths to the town as a public park. There were almshouses for twelve ‘decayed salt workers’ or their widows in the village of Wychbold, a couple of miles north-east of Impney, with Corbett ravens perched in every half-timbered gable; and an eighteen-bed hospital in Stourbridge ‘for the treatment and relief in sickness or accident of poor persons’, together with a £10,000 endowment.18 As president of Bromsgrove Cottage Hospital Corbett laid the foundation stone and footed a good part of the bill; he contributed £4,500 to the restoration of the church of St Michael, Stoke Prior, where his saltworks were situated; and £2,500 towards the repair of St Michael, Brierley Hill, where his parents were buried. In Towyn on the North Wales coast, he laid out an esplanade, laid on a water supply, founded a school and built a hotel, the Corbett Arms.

There was a strong tradition of philanthropy among Victorians who had come up through trade. Michael Thomas Bass, besides being an immensely rich brewer with a substantial country house, Rangemore Hall in Staffordshire, where the gardens and conservatories by Joseph Paxton were described by a contemporary as ‘a veritable paradise’, was a generous donor to civic causes, contributing a hefty £30,000 to the building of Derby Public Library.19 (In a marvellous piece of theatre, a woman clutching her baby dashed out of the crowd at the official opening of the library in 1879, crying, ‘God bless you, Mr Bass. May you live to be 100 years old.’) In Scotland, William McEwan built a graduation hall for Edinburgh University at a cost of £115,000 plus £6,500 a year for maintenance. His generosity was recognised in 1897 at the opening of the new hall, which was named after him: he was given an honorary doctorate and the freedom of the city of Edinburgh. And in Ireland, the Guinness family gave fabulous sums to their chosen charities. Their support for the restoration of St Patrick’s Cathedral in Dublin cost them a quarter of a million pounds, around £100,000 coming from Arthur Guinness, who stepped back from the day-to-day running of the family firm in 1876 to focus on his Ashford Castle estate in County Galway, but also laid out St Stephen’s Green in Dublin as a public park and built a new wing at the Coombe Lying-in Hospital in the city. Arthur’s brother Edward famously contributed vast sums to the creation of decent housing for workers in London and Dublin, and by the end of his life was reckoned to have dispensed well over £1.2 million on charitable works.

Philanthropy comes in many forms. On a scale which boasts a donation to the local Sunday school at one end and the charitable works of the Corbetts and Guinnesses of this world at the other, it is notoriously hard to isolate motives. Edward Guinness let it be known to the government in London that he ‘certainly does look forward to a peerage as a natural object of his ambition’, and he achieved that object in spades, receiving a baronetcy in 1885 and being made Lord Iveagh in 1891, Viscount Iveagh in 1905 and Earl of Iveagh in 1919.20 Michael Thomas Bass didn’t receive a peerage, although his son did; William McEwan turned one down. Were such men moved by simple altruism? A sense of social responsibility? A hunger for fame and a title? All three, perhaps, at different times and for different men. But in Corbett’s case there may have been something else – a drive to lose himself in his good works, a determination to leave a legacy which didn’t involve his family.

When Corbett and his wife Anna moved into Impney Hall in 1875 they had two sons and three daughters, the youngest of whom was nine years old. Anna was forty-four, John was fifty-eight, and if family stories are correct, their physical relationship was virtually non-existent.

So when, in the spring of the following year, Corbett realised that his wife was pregnant, it came as something of a shock. And his surprise was compounded by reports from the servants that Anna’s priest was a frequent visitor to the house. John was a firm if conventional Anglican; Anna was a practising Roman Catholic; and the couple’s religious differences had been a bone of contention for most of their married life, with their taking the not unusual step of agreeing that the boys would be brought up as Anglicans and the girls as Catholics.

In spite of Anna’s denials, Corbett leaped to the conclusion that the baby was the priest’s bastard. He refused to have anything to do with his wife or the child, a girl named Clare; and with the paint scarcely dry on their fabulous new chateau, the couple agreed to keep out of each other’s way, although they maintained a civilised appearance of domestic harmony in public. That lasted only until 1879, when Anna and her daughters moved to Ynysymaengwyn. They kept up a substantial household which, in 1881, included the two Corbett boys, who sided with their mother. There was a Swiss governess for Clare, a lady’s maid, a cook, four maids, a footman and a coachman. Corbett, on the other hand, sat brooding in his enormous French palace with just a married couple as butler and general servant, and a maid. The couple’s four-year-old daughter lived in, an unusual arrangement for the time.

In August 1884 Corbett’s lawyers drew up a legal deed of separation, according to which, because of their unhappy differences, the couple agreed to live separately and apart from each other. Anna had to leave Ynysymaengwyn, and could not live within forty miles of either of Corbett’s country houses or of his London residence in Mayfair. In return, he agreed to pay her £1,100 a year, plus a one-off payment of £1,000 to enable her to set up her own household. The deed stipulated that if Anna ever tried to have her conjugal rights restored, or tried to persuade John to live with her, the £1,100 annuity would stop. For a while she drifted from one seaside town to another – Folkestone, Ilfracombe – before settling at Fowey in Cornwall.

John Corbett continued to live at Impney Hall. By the time of the 1901 census his household had expanded to a more normal size. In addition to two attendant sick nurses, he employed a butler, a cook, two housemaids, a footman and a pantry boy, and a ‘lady house keeper’, Annie Dungey.21 The census was taken on 31 March. Three weeks later he died, at Impney Hall, and the obituarists devoted pages to his memory. ‘He was exceedingly generous,’ said one.22 Not a bad epitaph.
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