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INTRODUCTION
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Beyond the safe confines of popular fiction, being drawn into a mystery is one of the most disturbing and disorientating experiences that can befall anyone. One hopes that acquiring more information will dispel uncertainty, but if new facts simply aggravate disquiet by adding further contradictions and non-sequential data, it can trigger a dangerous addiction.


My partner Brian Vowles and I discovered this when the first flush of our innocuous dalliance with the double mystery of Biddulph Old Hall and Robert Bateman ought to have been fading away. The fact that the two narratives were woven together was an integral part of their compulsive allure. Cryptic evidence of the artist’s story had literally been carved into the fabric of the ancient building, intensifying the sensation of decoding arcane symbols recording a lost civilisation.


The Old Hall’s story, with the emergence of its single-cell structure and massive crude fire-openings, gradually undermined the previously accepted chronology of its age and construction. Of course, none of these archaelogical revelations, in themselves, compared with the academic information preserved within the fabric of the great contemporary treasure houses such as Haddon and Little Moreton halls, but Biddulph’s uncossetted recent history enabled it to illuminate the past with its own unique candour. The grubby struggle of life sustained by its soot-grimed working hearth and the raw hatred that informed a civil war waged against neighbours and family within the sanctity of their own homes is here brutally laid bare. These blackened, cratered walls insisted we take the past seriously, both in its crudity and its slow abiding contentment that mocked our own hectic neuroses. In doing so it allowed us to feel the rythm – the pulse of the forgotten people who had inadvertently determined its present form.


Nowhere was this disconcerting ability more hypnotically deployed than in the silent emergence, from tiny clues left on its surface, of a forgotten man of genius – Robert Bateman, the lost Pre-Raephaelite.


Bateman’s response to the ruined building was captured in his portrayal of it in several of his most personal and deeply felt paintings. Its melancholic atmosphere allowed him to express the isolation he experienced after his brutal separation from the love of his life, Caroline Howard. Under the influence of these fragmented remains he was able to sublimate his desolation at her marriage to an elderly clergyman into the spectral stillness of his masterpiece, The Pool of Bethesda. This was the work which rescued him from oblivion in the 1960s, when its originality, technical prowess and emotional intensity led to its being acquired and put on display at the Yale Center for British Art in New Haven, Connecticut. It was also the haunting vision that inspired our quest to discover every retrievable drawing, painting and sketch, every discarded fragment of evidence that would illuminate his life and personality.


We little knew, when we set ourselves that task, that it would take us from Biddulph into the glories of Castle Howard, the glamour of the Grosvenor Gallery, and to the heart of Queen Victoria’s Imperial Court and Benjamin Disraeli’s political machine. Nor did we expect to encounter the furtive despair, cruelty and abject poverty that accompanied social rejection from Victorian society. We could not have guessed that we would be taken into the sweltering heat of the Punjab, amid itinerant missionaries and religious rivalries, nor experience the frozen starvation of the pioneering settlers in Canada. We did not expect to meet real, unglamorised cowboys – and certainly not the great Buffalo Bill.


We set out to try to understand what had caused Bateman to leave London suddenly in the mid 1870s to live a reclusive life at Biddulph Old Hall for the next sixteen years. On our journey we found cruelty, rejection, fear and subterfuge but, perhaps more surprisingly, loyalty, integrity and pure, unselfish love. The purpose of our search for answers to the conundrums surrounding Robert Bateman’s life has been to bring this consummately gifted artist and his wise, beautiful wife out of the obscurity that has enveloped them and their world, so that they may take their rightful place as inspirational romantic figures of the late Victorian age.
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I have more reason than most writers to be grateful to the many people who have generously given their time, expertise and enthusiasm to the creation of this book. This is because it did not begin life as an investigation of a Pre-Raphaelite artist, nor an account of a compulsive love story, nor indeed as the proposal for a book of any kind.


It began as no more than a simple enquiry into the building history of a minor historic house, with the purpose of informing its restoration. In these circumstances, there was little incentive for anyone to become entangled in the confusion thrown up by our first faltering discoveries. Even after Robert Bateman had emerged to enrich the narrative, the project revolved only around a maltreated house, an obscure artist and an unknown, aspiring author – scarcely an enthralling prospect for a potential contributor to engage in.


Yet from the very beginning I have been overwhelmed by people’s willingness to go to untold trouble and inconvenience in order to contribute to the research process. They appeared magically from every hidden place and condition of life. They ranged from local people, through historical societies, art critics, museum curators, craftsmen, writers and heritage bodies, to friends, family and descendants of characters in the story. It takes a special kind of good nature to provide support for an unknown, untried endeavour – especially if it holds out no prospect of direct return or recognition. None the less, that help is exactly what I received over and over again during the long gestation of this book, and I am profoundly grateful to all the patient people who gave so unstintingly to enable it to be brought to completion.


To begin at the beginning, with Biddulph Old Hall. All the members of the local Historical and Genealogical Society were dedicated to saving the building and had played a key role before our arrival in having it registered as a Building at Risk. Derek Wheelhouse and Roland Machin, in particular, brought us crucial pieces of evidence that opened the way to our discovery of Robert Bateman’s association with the house and the Clough stream. Countless local people gave us valuable information about the history of the area, including Fred Hughes, Paul Baker, Michael Bond, the Bostock family, Margaret Smith, Bill Ridgway, Terry and Mavis Woods, and Stuart and Ann Thomas.


As the serious process of starting to halt the decay of the building’s fabric got under way, we had invaluable support from our own wonderfully loyal team of Jeff Black, Ian Metcalf, Damion Moss, Barry Gold and Mark Thompson. Graham Holland gave wise counsel, as did John Yates, Stuart Ellis, John Tiernan and Ian George of English Heritage, Dr Martin Bridge of the Oxford Dendrochronology Lab and Dr Faith Cleverdon. The saving of the Tower drew heavily on the experience of Will Mellor and Rory Moore of Grosvenor Construction and the skills of Dennis Holgate. The renovation of the Great Hall relied on the finesse of Linda Walton and Dennis Eckersley from Design Lights, John Fosker, Ben Allport and his team, Richard Rhodes, Dave Broadbent, David Clayton, John Hetherington and Ben Newman. As the story led us into the world of Pre-Raphaelite art, we would have been lost without the guidance of Richard Dorment, Julian Hartnoll, Amanda Kavanagh, Colin Cruise, Fiona McCarthy, Dennis Lannigan, Janet Street Porter, Bob Maddocks and Robert Tichenor-Barrett. The Yale Center for British Art, particularly Gillian Forrester, Cassandra Albinson, Melissa Fournier, Abigail Armitstead and Scott Wilcox, set our search for Bateman in motion by sending us an image of their painting and explaining the strange story of its acquisition under a wrong attribution.


Equally vital was the help of Crestina Forcina at the Wellcome Foundation and Claire Hancock at Bridgeman Art. The staff at the Whitworth Art Gallery, Manchester, Lichfield Cathedral, Ironbridge Heritage Centre and the Staffordshire Archives provided important information at crucial moments in the research, as did Thomas Lloyd of the Lockinge Trust, Piers Monckton at Stretton Hall, Anna-Louise Mason at Castle Howard, Craig Sherwood at the Warrington Museum and Art Gallery, Dominic Farr from the William Salt Library and also Jean Milton and Sam Richardson from the Potteries Museum and Art Gallery. Special thanks also to all the long-suffering individuals and families who allowed us to invade their beautiful homes in pursuit of images or records, particularly Sir Richard and Lady Anne Baker-Wilbraham, The Earl and Countess of Oxford and Asquith, Edward Benthall, Lord Camoys, Anne Pommeroy, Viscount Harberton and Robin de Beaumont.


I am especially grateful for the cooperation and help of the descendants of the Bateman family, many of whom were startled to discover their relationship to Robert. These include John and Joyce Beauchamp, Jeremy and Prudence Burke, Jenifer Beauchamp and her children, Ruth Vilmi, and her brother Gordon Humphreys.


Thanks also to Heather Holden-Brown for being the first professional person to interface with the manuscript and her advice on how to proceed from there. A special thank you to naughty Roger Murray, not only for his lovely cartoon, but for his impeccably correct assessment of the manuscript as far too long! Almost as irrepressible was Paul Worpole, whose infectious enthusiasm was surpassed only by the brilliance of his photographs.


The other friend to whom I owe a real debt of gratitude is Pat Harvey who, at an unhappy time for her, dedicated endless hours to proofreading and annotating every single page of the huge original manuscript before we sent it out, and patiently nursing me through every twist and turn of the publishing process since then. Equally I cannot ignore the encouragement of my brother David, whose constant conviction that the book was sure to become a blockbuster movie was important at several dispiriting moments, and Iris Vowles for intervening to help us acquire the Clough, which would have been impossible without her.


But without doubt the defining moment in the book’s fortunes arrived when John Nicoll opened the manuscript during his Christmas holidays and read it. He spent the next three days working out how best to publish it. He visited Biddulph, then put in place the editorial and design skills of Jane Havell to distil its potential and shape, and hone it for publication. The debt I owe to both these consummately gifted and professional people is immeasurable.


Of course, anyone who reads this book will understand that the whole of the adventure it records was a joint experience. Every single triumph and frustration was filtered through the prism of the relationship between Brian Vowles and myself. Together we perceived and reacted to each revelation and pondered its significance until its meaning became clear. Beyond that, all the labour of transcribing, correcting and ordering it was done by him alone. Only the will to capture the fleeting sensations in words before they were lost was mine. I could not and would not have created this piece of work without him. I think he knows that, so I don’t need to attempt an impossible thank you.


NIGEL DALY


February 2014
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Part 1


LOST AMONG THE RUINS
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Fig. 1. ‘We’ll have to buy it, obviously’ – our first glimpse of Biddulph Old Hall.




Chapter 1


INFATUATION
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The moment Brian saw a magazine advertisement for the sale of Biddulph Old Hall, he was gripped by foreboding. He felt sure that if I were ever to catch sight of the photograph of the gaunt stone tower rising out of a cluster of mournful ruins, a calamitous chain of events would be set in motion. It was an uncannily wise and perceptive worry, which led him to hide the magazine and not mention it for two or three days. Then his own curiosity got the better of him and he slipped it, open, on to my desk (fig. 1).


I glanced at the picture and began to read. The text described the remnants of a great Elizabethan mansion on the edge of the Staffordshire moorlands which had been attacked in the English Civil War and brought to ruin. Alongside them, in fact built in to them, was a seventeenth-century inhabited stone farmhouse.


‘What do you think?’ Brian asked nonchalantly.


I slowly took off my glasses and rubbed my eyes.


‘We’ll have to buy it, obviously.’


Ten minutes later we had made an appointment to view it the following day. Worse still, an hour after that we had set off to find it.


Brian and I run a design business restoring period houses for clients, and for years had been searching for one special project to renovate ourselves. We had recently borrowed a lot of money to buy Bletchley Manor, a ruinous manor house in north Shropshire. It was desperately in need of major surgery if the disintegration of its timber frame was to be halted before it reached the point of collapse, and demolition. We had drawn up plans and got listed building consent for a radical restoration of the building from a sad collection of bedsits to the important historic house it really was. Work had begun with a drastic strip-out so that the deep-seated structural problems could be assessed, and a programme for tackling them put in hand. So what were we doing, meandering about the back lanes of Staffordshire on a rain-sodden January evening searching for yet another decrepit manor house?


We arrived at two low stone piers supporting a fractured iron gate, newly painted brilliant white over its pitted, corroded surface to try to disguise its decay. The gate was standing open and in the car headlights we could see a rutted drive disappearing steeply downhill between dripping, leafless beech trees. Without warning, a light flicked on – and a surreal apparition emerged from the impenetrable void. It was a building so incomprehensible in shape, mass and texture that we could not begin to decipher it. Facades from moorland farmhouses were juxtaposed with reticent ashlar elements which in turn collided with mighty, castle-like, sandstone blocks. Above all this, a cacophony of anarchic twisted roofs straddled their way upwards till they were crowned by an octagonal tower, the ogee dome of which provided a climax of ghoulish melodrama to the whole fantastic edifice. It utterly defied classification. Some parts were symmetrically arranged, but they made no attempt to conform to Italianate ideals of harmony. Equally, there was no hint of the contrived, spiky disorder of Victorian medievalism.


As suddenly as we had been admitted to this startling world, it vanished when the security light went off. We had been initiated into the mystical world of Biddulph Old Hall and we knew that, despite our better judgement, we would be back the next morning to view it. The following day the rain was replaced by pallid January sun. The clash of discordant fragments of masonry was no less peculiar than it had been the night before, but now the cumulative effect was more gently eccentric than monstrously assertive. The tower and the highest chimney stacks were revealed as being of a different stone, which at least made them understandable as distinct phases of construction.


The undisturbed quality of the hall and its setting seemed even more unusual in daylight than it had when the surrounding countryside was lost in darkness. The land fell away into a gentle valley beyond the building, made up of a series of hedged or stone-walled fields interspersed with copses and larger patches of woodland. There were glimpses of a river in the valley bottom, beyond which the land rose to a long ridge, sparsely dotted by sandstone farmsteads with long tracks snaking up to them. Even though it was January, there was only a single gap in the trees bordering the river far below, through which we could catch a glimpse of traffic. The whole pattern of the land was lyrically evocative of an age before intensive farming or ribbon housing development. The tower and its cluster of supporting structures lay in a context of enduring repose that was so improbable near Stoke-on-Trent that it was difficult to believe it had not been deliberately contrived for effect (fig. 2).


The car came to a halt in oozing mud and we sat in silence, absorbed by the still presence of the old house in its remote hiding place, apparently oblivious to the neurotic world around it. Far away across the Cheshire plain the weak sun shone through a slight haze on to the great white dish of the Jodrell Bank telescope.


[image: Fig. 2. Biddulph Old Hall from the entrance gate – a disconcerting collision of shapes and textures.]


Fig. 2. Biddulph Old Hall from the entrance gate – a disconcerting collision of shapes and textures.
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Fig. 3. ‘The mud comes free’ – the back elevation of the Old Hall.


We had just remarked on the comparatively conventional character of the house’s back elevation when the door opened and a slim woman emerged.


‘The mud comes free, you’ll be glad to hear!’ she called as we got out of the car and squelched our way towards her. She stepped back into the house as we approached, revealing a step down from the threshold, over which two alarming little rivulets of water were flowing (fig. 3).


We shook her proffered hand. Mrs Smith was about sixty, with the manner of a slightly acerbic schoolmistress taking in hand two dawdling nine-year-olds. Brian and I gazed along a narrow passage with steep stairs rising along its left-hand wall. There were two poor-quality flush doors with plastic handles to left and right. The absolute predictability of the layout gave us the feeling of having walked into a conventional semi-detached house of the 1930s. The space felt mean, dark and dismayingly commonplace. How could this meagre corridor be the first experience of being enveloped by the hidden tower house we had driven up to? Every part of what we were looking at was a banal travesty, ruthlessly imposed upon the ancient fabric of the house.


Even then, in that first moment of engagement, we had a sense of outrage that something so inherently unique and precious, all the more valuable for being difficult to comprehend, had been deliberately suppressed and tamed. Before we had regained our equilibrium, Mrs Smith was chivvying us through the door on the right to her kitchen.


After the hall, it was at least animated by the cluttered chaos of everyday use. Indeed, such a density of necessities and bric-à-brac had been compressed into one low, dimly lit space that it had aquired the all-embracing claustrophobia of a caravan or canal barge. The confrontation of decorative idioms, working one against the other, and all, to varying degrees, in conflict with the underlying character of the building, was eclectic to the point of exhaustion. The walls at the far end of the room had been clad in varnished pine boards, and fitted with starkly simple white melamine units. However, the reticent intent of this ensemble had been completely submerged beneath a conglomeration of wine racks, sieves, painted plates, trivets, microwave cookers, abstract drawings, Greek peasant jars, cacti, ferns and scented candles. In the centre of the room this homely hotch-potch collided with the stern mass of a great corbelled chimney breast, obscured beneath an ill-fitting skin of woodchip wallpaper above a venerable cream Aga.


‘So that’s the kitchen – no doubt as designers you think it very passé!’


She led the way out into the hall.


‘Not that I’m out of sympathy with that! If I’d not got bogged down here who knows what subversive innovations might not have sheltered me. After all, I’m a modernist at heart!‘


As she spoke she reached the end of the hall and opened a door into another world. It was a disturbing place, with an atmosphere as distinct as it was possible to get from the banality of the hall and kitchen. It rode roughshod over the contrived ordinariness of those spaces.


Brian and I literally gasped as we stepped across the stone-flagged threshold of the room. Never in all our years of working with period houses, in every stage of dereliction or cosseted preservation, had we walked into a space that so vividly and brutally conveyed a sense of the remote past.


[image: Fig. 4. ‘She opened the door into another world’ – The Great Hall as we first saw it.]


Fig. 4. ‘She opened the door into another world’ – The Great Hall as we first saw it.


It spoke of a harsh, workaday existence. There was no attempt to embellish or elaborate in order to impress – and yet the height of the room and its wide, stone-mullioned window were a world away from the cramped hovels that housed hill farmers, high on these icy moorlands, before the agricultural revolution. The window was set high in the wall. A short passageway led to an outside door, and three other doors indicated that it was intended to function as some sort of hall from which the other rooms radiated. It was not a particularly big room, perhaps twenty feet square, so it was a surprise when Margaret Smith announced it with a flourish as the ‘Great Hall’ (fig. 4).


However, she made clear that she concurred with the opinion of Sir Nikolaus Pevsner, who had described Biddulph Old Hall as ‘the ruins of an Elizabethan mansion into which is built a late seventeenth-century house of no pretension’. Since Restoration farmhouses were not built with great halls, Mrs Smith had felt compelled to conclude that the name was derived not from historical evidence, but Victorian affectation. Her distaste for this and all things Victorian was evident in her next words:


‘It is to banish the baleful ambience of that benighted age that I have made pure white the leitmotiv of my rejuvenation of this place.’


As she said this, it dawned on us that it was the contrast between the impossibly staring white walls and the blackened beams, floor slabs and furniture that accounted for the stark cheerlessness of the room. Not only was the uniform, brilliant whiteness of the paint an historical impossibility, but the flawless texture achieved by the latex in its composition blotted out every vestige of animating patina, built up by accidents and adaptations over the centuries. Had these been visible, the fractured, time-worn materials from which the hall was made would have softened and enhanced the enigmatic character of this precious survival from a lost world.


Certainly until we, or someone else, looked into it, we were not prepared to join Mrs Smith in her whitewashed certainty that the received name ‘Great Hall’ was no more than Victorian snobbery. We knew that it did not have all the defining characteristics of a medieval hall – there was no surviving cross-passage, or visible dais. However, we could see that it had been badly mutilated over the years, so it would be foolhardy to accept everything at face value. What had been hidden or lost? What had these changes concealed about the origins of this room? The more we gazed about us, the more curious we became about what we were actually looking at.


On the far wall there was an absurdly under-scaled fire-surround dating from the 1950s, which was almost endearing in its comic inadequacy for the task of heating the space. Above it a huge blackened timber, at least 14 feet long, was set into the wall. We could easily imagine how different the character of the Great Hall would be if the original fireplace had related to the width of that beam. The whole scale and dynamics of the room would be transformed into something inherently earlier and more communal in intent. Its archaic resonance, already so arresting, would be distilled and intensified. Also, crucially, a fireplace that size would be impossible to reconcile with the house being built after 1660, as Pevsner had suggested.


Mrs Smith led the way up another intriguingly individual feature of the room. It was a set of three steps, fixed within what looked like the stalls of a stable. They were incredibly simple and massive, being formed of heavy oak boards joined directly together and fronted by posts with crudely carved square finials. They led to the ‘parlour’, which proved to be a dark room with a pungent smell of sodden soot hanging in the musty air. It was ironic in the light of Mrs Smith’s preferences, and the continuation of her brilliant white offensive, that the ‘parlour’ contrived to capture the very essence of that most doleful of British institutions, the unused front room.


However, Brian and I had already become dangerously impervious to even the most glaring defects of the house. We were too enthralled by the atmosphere of this bewitching place to do more than follow in Mrs Smith’s wake, as she chivvied us from one outlandishly improbable space to the next. We found ourselves being herded back down the steps and through a wide door on the far side of the Great Hall, where even Mrs Smith faltered for a moment in mid-sentence. She was announcing yet another ‘hall’, the Staircase Hall, as she opened the door.


[image: Fig. 5. The puzzling Staircase Hall.]


Fig. 5. The puzzling Staircase Hall.


It was night in the room beyond, apart from a single strip of brightness at floor level ahead of us. As our eyes adjusted, the handrail of a staircase appeared in ghostly silhouette, its skinny spindles spaced unnaturally wide apart. It seemed to be lit by a hidden source of daylight far away in the floor above. The next moment there was a click and a paper globe above our heads illuminated the blinding white dungeon or crypt surrounding us (fig. 5).


Ahead was a low archway set at a strangely unnatural height, barely five feet at the centre. Behind it was an unplastered niche of whitewashed rubble-stone. Our sense of disquiet was increased by the presence of a door in the back wall of the niche, which was logically out of kilter with the preceding arch and so defied the coherence of everyday common sense. The stone floor was black and glistened with beads of water.


The room contained the principal staircase of the house. As Mrs Smith pointed to it, the truly abysmal workmanship of this flight of stairs became clear to us. The mitres gaped, the tiny spindles were spaced so sparsely they were clearly illegal. The gaps and mismatches had been larded with filler and then heavily overpainted with brilliant white gloss, which hung in disfiguring runs over every element of the structure. It was utterly inconceivable that anything so feeble and inept had ever formed an integral part of the fabric of a building as massive and robust as Biddulph Old Hall. The devastating effect upon the architectural integrity of the building was tragic and had the effect of devaluing the importance of what still remained. But far from discouraging us, the more the house displayed the contempt with which it had been treated the stronger our compulsion to bond with it became.


Mrs Smith crossed the hall to what she described as her pièce de resistance, the ‘quintessence’ of her contribution to the building – the Library. To our surprise the ubiquitous white walls gave way to duck-egg blue. There had been a real attempt to achieve a comfortable sitting room with a studious theme. There was a complete wall of bookshelves with upholstered chairs grouped around a brick fireplace of the inter-war era. A window looked out on to the ruins of the mansion, through which weak sunlight fell into the room. The chintz curtains and patterned fabrics ought to have created a relaxed intimate haven but, for some reason, carried no conviction. The room seemed ill at ease, forlorn and empty, rather than exuding the hush of a secluded sanctuary. There was a sense of the books being working documents or agents of self-improvement rather than beloved companions.


As we followed Mrs Smith up the dismal staircase we were careful to heed her warning not to put too much faith in the handrail. We crossed a landing and into the room above the library. Although the same dimensions as the room below, it had been painted an impenetrable black-green and seemed cavernous and sombre. Uniquely, it was lit by a huge north-facing sash window, indicating a later date than the rest of the building. The window, however, was in the last stages of dilapidation. The glazing bars were rotted through, and the discoloured glass panes were cracked or replaced by distorted hardboard. The floor had been repaired with varnished pine boards, but this petered out part-way across the room. Two bulbs hung from frayed plaited wires. The walls were completely misted over with condensation. The cold air was achingly invasive, its stagnant stillness infinitely more desolate than the healthy outdoor chill. It was a junk room, piled with cardboard boxes, broken vacuum cleaners, faded garden loungers and appalling abstract paintings from the 1970s (fig. 6).


[image: Fig. 6. The Green Room or Studio – Mrs Smith’s ‘Waterloo’.]


Fig. 6. The Green Room or Studio – Mrs Smith’s ‘Waterloo’.


Mrs Smith described this room as her ‘Waterloo’, the place where she had finally drawn a limit to her commitment to rescuing the house. She recalled how, after they had been in the house three or four years, her husband John had proposed restoring this derelict room. Until then, she explained, they had dedicated their entire lives, and every penny they earned, to repairing and modernising the crumbling anachronism that fate had put in their path. She told us that she and her husband had convinced themselves there was something mysterious here – a hidden story that would reveal itself as they worked on the room.


Then, one day, the spell broke. They realised that they had become caught up in a dream world that was devouring them. They understood, in that moment, that there was no limit to the rapacious demands of this building. They could either decide to devote themselves entirely to relieving its progressive infirmity, or they could enjoy it broadly as it was and return to the vibrant world of jazz records and radical politics that they had abandoned a few years before. Disturbingly, I too sensed something intangible about this room, something hidden or forgotten, locked into it, despite its short history relative to the rest of the building. When I asked Mrs Smith what she had discovered about it she laughed.


‘Ah! You’re a sensitive, a believer! It’s drawing you in already! There was wild talk of forbidden Popish chapels and studios for nameless romantic artists. Not one jot of evidence for any of it. ‘


We set off on a chase through the rest of the house. But the pace was too unrelenting, and the labyrinth of landings, chilly bathrooms, crooked flights of stairs, bedrooms, derelict attics and box rooms was too bewildering to take in. Besides, the emotional tipping point, when our romantic infatuation with the place could have been mitigated by anything we saw, no matter how macabre, was far behind us.


Eventually we paused at the foot of a flight of stairs with the underside of the stone slates of the roof visible above us. Mrs Smith seemed intent on ignoring our interest, so we were forced to ask what it led to. She told us there was a room she never went in to. When she arrived it had contained a statue of Buddha, left by the community of Buddhist monks she had bought the house from. As we climbed the stairs she warned us that there were sometimes ‘dead things’ in the room. We pushed open an ancient plank door that caught and scraped over debris. Immediately at our feet lay the maggot-eaten carcass of a dead jackdaw, its tattered wings outstretched and its broken neck twisted into an impossible position.


The window to our right was broken, with blackened dried blood on the edge of the shattered pane and dotted across the sill. The whole floor was littered with droppings, feathers and lichen-encrusted twigs. Diagonally across the room was a tall recess with a brick stanchion rising in it that disappeared through the ceiling. Behind the stanchion was another small glassless window, with a huge bird’s nest built just inside it. The walls were Artexed in energetic swirls. Two were fitted with wooden wall lights, one broken and dangling from its wires, the other retaining a single mutilated shade, its dirty bobble fringe sagging from it.


Through the broken window was a distant, tranquil view over the far side of the valley. We watched transfixed as, far away, a single tiny vehicle slowly made its way up one of the unmade tracks to a farm. Framed by the jagged window pane, it had the intriguing intensity of the opening sequence of a film. As we gazed at it, Mrs Smith was called to her next viewing. We listened as her footsteps clattered away down the stairs.


The silence returned. Away to the left a crowd of jackdaws clucked and chattered as they wheeled around the blackened ogee dome of the tower. A kestrel flew into the middle of our view and hovered motionless.


‘Strange atmosphere,’ murmered Brian.


We were silent for a time.


‘Actually, it’s overpowering, isn’t it?’


‘In here?’


‘Yes, but all through the place. Outside as well. There’s something here. Incredibly strong. Not the usual old house spooks. A residue of something real. Too real to be laughed off. It could be sad, or even threatening, I can’t quite tell. But it pervades everything – intense, almost urgent.’


‘Steady,’ said Brian, turning to go. ‘We haven’t done the ruins yet!’


It was the scale.


Nothing had prepared us for the declamatory proportions or fractured massiveness of what confronted us when we ducked under the tomb-like arch and pulled open the door to the ruins. We blinked and gazed, unable to adjust our vision sufficiently quickly to respond to the awesome dimensions of our new surroundings. Without warning, the crooked confusion of the maltreated building, oscillating uncertainly between crude farmhouse and historic manor, was subsumed into an assertive new entity, which imposed its dominating presence upon the surrounding landscape with effortless self-assurance. The castle-like resonance of the bare stone curtain-walls, pierced by mighty arched apertures and blind openings, changed the whole character of the site. There was a greatness, a magnificence, about the scale that we had never anticipated (fig. 7).


In our minds, the poetical potency of ruins was rooted in the picturesque idylls beloved of Jane Austen’s heroines, or illustrated in the watercolour renderings of landscape parks by Humphrey Repton. Whether they were entirely contrived pieces of whimsy or genuine ruined buildings, their surroundings were invariably manipulated to evoke a sensation of refined melancholy. The abandoned fortress perched on its howling crag with foaming breakers hurling themselves against it was another popular variant. However, this relied on spartan solitude to convey its exhilarating appeal – it could not possibly coexist with avocado bathroom suites, crocheted table centres and kitchen-implement racks on the outskirts of Stoke-on-Trent.


[image: Fig. 7. The ruins – they insisted that one engage with their former sense of self-importance, and the brutality of the forces that had been ranged against them.]


Fig. 7. The ruins – they insisted that one engage with their former sense of self-importance, and the brutality of the forces that had been ranged against them.


The Elizabethan remnants we were looking at refused to conform to any cultural conditioning associated with ruins, either poetic or barren. They did manage to coexist alongside a fully lived-in domestic building, and their setting, although miraculously peaceful, gave no sense of being deliberately designed to heighten their scenic effect. They had an almost brutal candour, which retained clear evidence of the tumultuous struggle that had created them. There had been no attempt to soften or disguise their gaunt outlines, or repair the gaping craters where cannon balls had splintered their ashlar walls.


We had been told that the ruins were listed separately from the Grade II* house, and were designated as a Scheduled Ancient Monument. This implied a separate identity. However, as we walked round the site, we were conscious of a palpable underlying unity that bonded the ruins, the tower, the inhabited house and the great level plateau (the so-called Tilt Yard) together into a dramatic, thematic whole, despite its fragmented forms and materials. These pieces were interdependent components of a historical narrative that stretched back darkly into the distant past. The tragedy was that no one seemed to have taken the trouble to read the story written into the fabric of this wonderful place.


Despite our longing to embrace that adventure, Brian and I knew instinctively what had daunted so many before us. Interwoven with the tantalising mysteries was a thread of real danger. If we once dared to search beneath the surface of these archaic remains and expose their secrets, they would never allow us to return to the workaday world unscathed should we become overwhelmed and try to abandon them. They had the power to impoverish us materially and spiritually if we trifled with them. If we tried to cheat by investing ourselves with their charisma but simultaneously withholding our commitment to their needs, as Mrs Smith admitted she had done, they would take us prisoner, as they had her.


Yet we could not deny that the place had spoken to us. We could not ignore its yearning to be released from its current humiliating ugliness. It was no less than our duty to respond to that hypnotic cry for help, by overcoming every obstacle to getting possession of it, so that the process of saving it could begin. We had to take action. We had to risk and hazard all, or live for the rest of our lives with the knowledge that we had come face to face with our moment of destiny and fumbled the encounter so that it slipped from our grasp.


We became obsessed. We went back day after day, until eventually Mrs Smith began to ignore us. Away from the house the pace was too hectic to permit a moment’s reflection. Within days our cottage was valued and on the market. It was priced reasonably for a quick sale, and soon attracted several potential purchasers. We made an offer on Biddulph, and were immediately told it had been capped. We attempted a preemptive strike by offering the full asking price. However, the agents had arranged for the house to be advertised in Country Life the following week, and Mrs Smith would not commit until she had tested Biddulph’s appeal at national level.


The article produced new viewings and new offers. Higher offers. A Dutch auction was developing, pushing the price to a level where we could not, honestly, take part. None the less, we offered again and, when we were capped, a third time. Suddenly, without warning, the agents called for sealed bids. The effect was stunning. The ensuing days were eerily still and ordinary. Confronted by the need to write down a figure, we went through a traumatically realistic assessment of what we could actually afford, and wrote it down.


In a desperate attempt to sidestep the implications of this collision with the real world, we went to Biddulph. We skulked past the house and crossed the Tilt Yard, where we found the start of a long, falling path lined each side by huge yew and sycamore trees. We guessed it must be the Yew Walk that Mrs Smith had mentioned on one of our visits. We decided to explore it, and in no time our tentative hold on financial sobriety was swept away on a new surge of enthusiasm.


As ever at Biddulph, the correlation between the expectation set up by key words, and the shock of what actually lay before us, was disconcertingly out of kilter. What we were looking at did not even function as a passable footpath. The Yew Walk was only discernible by the high banks that bordered it. These had become home to a thriving community of badgers, whose sets dotted its whole length. Their spoil formed great mounds of rubble, which had become intermingled with fallen branches from the bordering trees. The living branches had woven themselves into a continuous canopy overhead, which drooped down in places to touch the peaks of the disorderly hillocks below. Many were gnarled yews that produced a disquieting twilight where they met, and transformed the banks below into contorted skeletons of knotted roots, sitting proud of the pitted ground like old arthritic hands.


Brian and I began to scrabble our way over the debris. As we did so, squirrels leapt across branches just above our heads, and startled rooks flapped up through the twiggy canopy. The atmosphere was distinctly forbidding, but strangely at one with the outline of the ruins when we glanced back over our shoulders.


At the far end of the walk, the path turned and fell sharply between unruly banks of holly, until it passed under a beautifully simple bridge made of large sandstone blocks. We scrambled down to it and, on the far side, found ourselves in a steep wooded valley, with a fast-running stream, known locally as the Clough. The sense of privacy or seclusion was so strong that we felt as though we were being watched. It was the mournful ghost of a beautiful place – disfigured, but still faintly discernible (fig. 8).


Below us was a wide flat area of black mud, smelling of putrefying vegetation and defaced by discarded plastic sacks, rusty corrugated iron, old tractor tyres, half-submerged supermarket trolleys and fallen trees. The stream threaded its way across the quagmire between the pieces of rubbish, until it disappeared into a concrete pipe that had been used to breach what must once have been a dam. Despite our wariness, we followed the stream until it cascaded out of the other end of the pipe, splashing down over fallen rocks and broken paving slabs, transforming them into an exuberant waterfall. Gradually, the rubbish petered out and the valley was undisturbed, except for the occasional fallen tree lying across the stream.


[image: Fig. 8. The ghost of a beautiful place – the drained upper lake in the Clough.]


Fig. 8. The ghost of a beautiful place – the drained upper lake in the Clough.


The further we went, the stronger the sensation became of being drawn into an isolated, personal space, with a consciously heightened atmosphere. The stream was too good to be true. The water tumbled over weirs, rushed down little stepped rapids, and rippled over great flat plains of rock, before arriving at a second broken dam. Although this had been a substantial feat of engineering – tall and well constructed out of coursed sandstone blocks – it had been blown up to breach it and release the water held behind it. The great slabs of ivy-covered masonry, haphazardly strewn across the valley floor, bore silent witness to some ambitious human endeavour, whose purpose had been forgotten long ago.


By now an inexplicable conviction had taken hold of us. We could not rid ourselves of the sensation that the atmosphere of the Clough stream was so closely allied to the disturbing intensity of the Yew Walk and the ruins that they were bound together, not merely by their proximity to each other, but by the intervention of some manipulating historical force which we felt, but could not guess at. By the end of our walk through the wood, we had convinced ourselves that uniting the Clough valley with the hall was a vital element in understanding the true historical significance of the whole site.


We discovered that the Clough and its surroundings belonged to the brewery that owned the local pub, the Talbot. I rang them and was told that the brewery did indeed own the valley, and that they were looking to sell it. We became so transfixed by the possibilities that this presented that we lost sight of the date when the bids were to be opened for the house, the acquisition of which had somehow become a foregone conclusion in our minds.


Then, at 2 o’clock on a busy Thursday afternoon, my phone rang.


‘Hello, Mr Daly, this is Strutt & Parker. This is just a courtesy call, really. Mrs Smith has asked me to inform you that your bid for Biddulph Old Hall has not been successful. You were outbid by two other parties . . .’


I stopped hearing her. I had passed into a state of shock – a sort of pins and needles of the soul. Somewhere, miles away, I heard myself asking how much more they had been offered, and being told it was in excess of £100,000. Perhaps, mercifully, this figure was hopelessly out of our reach. The game was up – except that we had ceased to perceive it as a game long, long ago. By the time I put the phone down, Brian had heard enough, and did not ask.


What had happened to us? It was a house, bricks and mortar or, in this case, a haphazard pile of stones – that was all. How could it be that the two of us, Brian and I, hard-bitten old professionals at the property game, who had worked on houses old, new, ugly and beautiful all over the country and beyond, had so comprehensively lost contact with our sanity that we had honestly come to believe in some sort of mystical destiny that bound us and Biddulph Old Hall together? It was unthinkable.


Very gradually, with the aid of a few drinks, we began the agonising process of applying a dishonest film of rational ointment over our raw disappointment. By the end of the first evening, we had made a valiant effort to become resigned, rather than speechless with resentment and self-pity. After the first week it began to occur to us that it might, possibly, be for the best in the long run. After all, we still had Bletchley Manor, and this gave us the opportunity to concentrate wholeheartedly on that and, of course, our work for our clients. By the end of two weeks we were congratulating ourselves on a narrow escape, and vowing to learn the lessons of our stupidity.


That was when the phone rang again.


‘Mr Daly?’ I knew that voice. ‘I’m ringing on behalf of Margaret Smith. She has instructed me to accept your offer for Biddulph Old Hall – if the house is still of interest to you. Both the overbidders have withdrawn . . .’


I was trembling.


‘We’ve got it!’ I whispered. ‘We’ve bloody well got it!’


‘Of course, I think it was meant,’ said Brian as he enveloped me in a footballer’s hug. ‘Never doubted it for a moment!’


[image: ]
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Fig. 9 (see page 45). The Staircase Hall after restoration – a conundrum resolved.




Chapter 2


TRIAL BY TV
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When the time actually came to move into Biddulph Old Hall, the compulsive hold it had established on our imaginations and the uncanny way it had come into our ownership were once again making us distinctly uneasy. We felt an urgent need to reestablish a stable plateau of objective rationality, so that our decisions could be driven by shrewd calculation rather than sentimental voodoo if we were to avoid another collision with mundane, everyday life. To this end we made a solemn vow not to indulge our fascination with the house’s aura, or divert scarce resources from the restoration of Bletchley Manor, until that project was completed and sold. This would avert the potential catastrophe of owning two deconstructed, valueless, listed buildings at the same time.


We decided we would live in Biddulph exactly as it was, and await the proper moment to begin investigating its fabric and its story. The one concession we allowed ourselves was to agree a programme of investigative work with our local Conservation Officer. This would enable us to prepare a carefully drawn-up application to obtain Listed Building consent from the council and English Heritage.


Three months after we had set out upon this virtuous path we received a phone call from someone we did not know called Amy. She had been part of the production team on the Channel 4 television programme Grand Designs, and remembered seeing the plans of two restoration projects that we had done for clients, which had been considered for inclusion in the programme. She had moved on, having secured funding from BBC2 for a new prime-time series, specifically focused on the restoration of historic houses. She wondered if we had anything interesting in the pipeline.


She went into eulogies over the quality of our drawings and the ‘truly amazing’ nature of our projects. She also appealed to our vanity by inferring that she was specifically searching for serious contributors with longstanding professional experience in period buildings whose work would be endorsed and explained to ‘the punters’ by a panel of experts from the heritage industry.


As she spoke the possibility occurred to me that public exposure might attract interest, or even funding, for one of the two huge projects we had so impulsively become entangled in. Surely, if nothing else, television had the power to sell Bletchley Manor quickly when it was finished, so that we could regroup and pursue our obsession with Biddulph. Sadly, despite my shameless hard sell, Amy could not be persuaded to take any interest in Bletchley, since the restoration was already under way and the essential ‘before’ shots would be missing.


Undaunted, I found myself luridly describing another project that, ‘as luck would have it,’ was on the very point of starting work. I described it as a disintegrating ruin standing in a waterlogged moon crater, with a six-storey stone tower damaged in the English Civil War. She was agog. Before the phone call was over she had proposed sending two researchers to carry out a ‘recce’ and get some footage for her to look at. The researchers would be able to explain the exciting format of the series to us without, of course, putting any pressure on us to do anything we were not comfortable with.


Naturally, I agreed – completely failing to recognise the critical moment when all our carefully laid plans were abandoned and we linked our fate to the fortunes of a plausible stranger and her untried television series. Within a month we had given a firm commitment to Amy and initiated a crash programme of work at Bletchley to establish sufficient protection and security to allow us to divert the team of men working there to Biddulph. It was arranged that the production team would film the work intermittently over the next year, focusing on the restoration of the Great Hall, the Staircase Hall and the creation of a small parterre garden by the front door.


At a stroke we were liberated from the stern discipline of our pledge not to investigate either the historic fabric or the documentary evidence of Biddulph’s past until Bletchley Manor was sold. In fact, we convinced ourselves that it was our duty to put in hand a meticulous drive to discover the lost story of the building at once, to enable us to carry out an informed restoration.


All we knew at the outset was that a family by the name of Biddulph was recorded as being the feudal lords of the surrounding area back into the mists of history. From a privately published booklet on the Civil War skirmish in which the house had been attacked, we knew that they had been Royalists and that after the Restoration Charles II had described their defence of their home as a ‘great service’ to the monarchy.


The owner of Biddulph Hall at that time was a young man of twenty-two called Francis Biddulph, who was captured and imprisoned in Stafford. His mother, young wife and one-year-old baby were forced to flee the building when the local population completed the work of the fearsome cannon, Roaring Meg, by looting and setting fire to the Hall. Reduced almost to starvation, the women were recorded as petitioning the Parliamentary Committee at Stafford for permission to return to the charred remnants of their former home. The Committee acceded to their request only under a series of stringent conditions, which condemned them to continued poverty. They were described as dangerous, and ‘a nest of Papists’. As our research progressed, we came to realise that this phrase held a vital clue to understanding the whole story of the house and its inhabitants.


We managed to reclaim a file of papers relating to Biddulph from a firm of solicitors where they had been languishing unseen for decades. These recorded that, despite the continuous occupation of the house from the earliest era of archaic documentation, there was no evidence of its ever having been sold until 1861. In that year it was sold by a Lord Camoys to James Bateman, Esq. We knew that James Bateman was a wealthy Victorian who had created a famous garden round his property Biddulph Grange, which adjoined Biddulph Old Hall and was now restored and maintained by the National Trust. But who was Lord Camoys? How had he come to own the house? What link, if any, was there between him, Francis Biddulph and the destitute women of the Cromwellian era?


It transpired that there was a living Lord Camoys, whose surname was Stonor. He lived in some style at Stonor Park, a country house near Henley-on-Thames. Once we began to investigate these disparate people from different ages, the connection between them began to emerge. At the core of that link lay the Roman Catholic faith. Francis Biddulph had been a prominent Catholic. His Roman Catholicism had caused his house to become a natural target for the predominantly Puritan Parliamentary forces in the Civil War. When Henry VIII split from Rome, the Biddulphs became Recusants – they refused to recognise Henry, or any subsequent sovereign, as the Supreme Head of the Church in England. Despite their equally fervent Royalism, this led them to be held in deep distrust by succeeding monarchs and made them liable to punitive taxes and restrictions. The Stonors were equally overt Recusants who maintained a private Roman Catholic chapel by their mansion.


When we traced Francis Biddulph’s descendants it became clear why Biddulph Old Hall had never been rebuilt or demolished. Despite the Restoration of Charles II in 1660, it was not long before the Biddulph family were again the focus of deep suspicion by the Court and political establishment. Several members of the family were implicated in King James II’s attempt to reinstate the old faith, and fled into exile with him when he was deposed in favour of William III. The punitive taxes they were subjected to, especially at the time of the 1715 and 1745 rebellions, meant that they remained impoverished until Francis Biddulph’s son, Richard Biddulph, made a highly advantageous marriage to the sole heiress of another Recusant family, the Gorings of Burton Park in Sussex. Not only did Richard Biddulph acquire a magnificent new estate and mansion in the south of England, but the marriage made him eligible for another advantage, retained by the family of his new wife.


The Gorings were holders of the Camoys title, which had the extremely rare distinction in English law of being able to pass through the senior female line of the family if the male descent became extinct. Thus, as an only daughter and the sole heir, Anne Goring was able to pass the title to her husband Richard Biddulph and on down to their children. However, the laws against Recusancy debarred Richard or his children from using this title or being legally recognised as peers. This situation persisted until 1820, when the male line of the Biddulph family died out with the death of Charles Biddulph, a bachelor nearly a hundred years old. His estates were divided between his two sisters and their families. Burton Park went to the younger sister and the Biddulph estate to the elder, Mary, who was married to Thomas Stonor.


Shortly after this, in 1829, the Catholic Emancipation Act was passed, removing penalties and restrictions on Roman Catholics. Among the Biddulph papers we found an elaborate family tree drawn up in 1839 to demonstrate the descent of the Stonor children from Mary Biddulph. This enabled them to place a successful claim before the House of Lords for the Camoys title to be brought out of abeyance.


Brian and I visited Stonor Park, a deceptively symmetrical Carolean house which encases a much earlier medieval structure. Our formidable guide majored on the evolved architectural history of the house, deviating only occasionally to point out pictures or objects that emphasised the historic pre-emimence of the Stonors, particularly in relation to the royal family. After Catholic Emancipation the newly enobled Lord Camoys had been appointed Lord-in-Waiting to Queen Victoria, and begun a family tradition of discreet but devoted service to the British monarchy that has continued ever since. Judging by the plethora of silver-framed photographs, the present Lord Camoys and his forebears had been intimate with most of the people who occupied key public positions across the globe during the previous 150 years. The pictures ranged from Queen Mary, through the Queen Mother, to the Queen, Prince Philip and innumerable lesser luminaries of the House of Windsor. They were supplemented by an assortment of French and American presidents, leaders of the UN, popes, dalai lamas, Japanese emperors and boiler-suited Chinese Party chairmen.


In view of the imperial grandeur and global reach of this network of connections, it seemed faintly implausible when our guide paused in the dining room beside a portrait of a frail, homely lady in a lace cap and announced that she was ‘Mary Biddulph, the wife of Thomas Stonor and mother of fourteen children, who brought the title Lord Camoys into the family’.


Brian and I stared transfixed at the quaint little figure gazing out at us. It was the first face from the story of Biddulph that we had ever seen. Could she really have come from our strange, fragmented, hobgoblin of a house on the gale-swept Staffordshire moorlands to this noble pile? Could she have relentlessly given birth to fourteen children and bestowed nobility on them in perpetuity, once conditions allowed it? Although the ancient prominence of the Stonor family was evident all around us, we wondered what part her unique bequest of elevation to the peerage had played in their ability to project themselves into the heart of the British establishment.


We sought out Lord Camoys and told him our story. He and his wife were intrigued, as they did not know that any remnant of a house had survived at Biddulph. They freely acknowledged that it was to emphasise their descent from Mary Biddulph and reinforce their claim to the Camoys title that the Stonors had held on to the estate. In the early nineteenth century the family had intended to rebuild the house for a younger son, but he had died young. After that, with no use for it and with the Camoys title secured, the Stonors gradually lost interest in their remote acreage in Staffordshire and sold it, for the first time in its long history, to James Bateman in 1861.


Gradually, we were beginning to discern the succession of human tragedies and cruel twists of fate that had created the fragmented ruins that we now lived in. Local folklore had always insisted that our house was not the original historic seat of the Biddulph family. This was supposed to be on a steeply rising hillock, two miles away, round which a river, the Biddulph Brook, formed a natural moat. Although it seemed plausible, we had never been able to find any confirmation of this, so it was exciting to discover the report of an archaeological dig that had been carried out on the mound in the 1960s. The results had confirmed the site as a medieval settlement containing artefacts from the twelfth to the end of the fourteenth centuries. The last finds were a cluster of objects, all associated with demolition, dating from around 1400. This suggested a family long settled in the area, on a defensible site, who had progressively abandoned it and built a new house nearby, completing the removal by demolishing the old building completely at about this date.


The date stone of 1580 on the porch of our surviving ruins suggested that in the sixteenth century they began to replace the disorderly medieval buildings, many moved from their original site, by an ambitious, symmetrical, stone mansion. This process had been critically delayed from the 1530s by the penalties for the family’s Recusancy, so it was incomplete at the time of the Civil War attack that brought it to ruin. Accounts of the attack describe the critical moment of surrender occurring when a cannonball struck the bressummer of a timber-framed section of the building, causing a partial collapse. This indicated that not all the house had been rebuilt in stone by that time.


After the attack the Biddulphs had squatted in fearful poverty among the ruins of their former mansion. They regained their land after the Restoration but, as generations succeeded one another, never wavered in their commitment to the Roman Catholic faith. Thus they remained impoverished and unable to rebuild the house until they acquired another estate by marriage. Because the name of Biddulph was the basis of their claim to the Camoys title, their descendents were never prepared to sever their connection with the Old Hall despite being settled elsewhere.


While we were immersed in these investigations, the television crew had come up for a day to get some establishing shots of the house. The first full day’s filming was fast approaching. Before they arrived we needed to look into the other character we had found in the sale documents. Unless we could gain some understanding of what had motivated James Bateman to buy the Old Hall in 1861, we might misread the traces his ownership had left on the fabric of the building and its surroundings.


A visit to his house, Biddulph Grange, seemed the obvious place to start. We had been there before, but now, with our sharper focus of interest, the domineering scale of his huge Victorian mansion and the complexity of its restored garden impressed themselves upon us. The National Trust curator explained that James’s purchase of Biddulph Old Hall had marked the last phase of the continuous elaboration of his garden, after the rock works, stumperies, arboretums, and Chinese and Egyptian gardens were already complete and mature. He had regarded the nearby ruined hall as the ultimate picturesque garden folly. He had bought it to add a last twist of macabre excitement to his landscape creation – the spectral tower abandoned amid the forlorn ruins of its former grandeur. The visual potency of the ruin was heightened by the fact that it was partly habitable – meals were prepared and served within it to Bateman’s wealthy friends.


Intriguingly, James was said to have built a connecting walk from Biddulph Grange to the Old Hall that passed through tunnels and over bridges before rising up the valley beside the Clough stream. However, since he bought the Hall in 1861 and moved permanently to London in 1868, there were almost no surviving records or documents relating to it. Another local tradition had it that James’s third son, an artist called Robert, had lived in the Hall before the family moved to London. In a book on the Grange gardens by Peter Hayden, we discovered a photograph of Robert Bateman in what was claimed to be part of the walk through the Clough (fig. 10). He was a bearded, distinctly artistic-looking character in a soft hat and neckerchief, accompanied by a woman and a bowler-hatted man on a rustic bridge in front of a complex waterfall. This photograph instantly reignited our interest in the Clough stream, as it appeared to confirm our intuition that at some point in the past the valley had been manipulated to intensify its atmosphere.


Feeling that Robert Bateman might form an important component in the story of the house and its surroundings, we spent many fruitless hours over the next weeks searching for this elusive character. There seemed to be little evidence anywhere to support either the tradition of his being an artist or of his sojourn in Biddulph Old Hall. Then, by chance, a man called Bill Ridgway contacted us to discuss his forthcoming book ‘James Bateman and his World’. He knew almost nothing about Robert Bateman but had come across a single letter from him. This indicated that Robert had been some sort of governor of a school at Biddulph Moor when a quarrel had broken out between the rector and the resident schoolmaster. A letter from a school governor did not seem likely to confirm Robert’s life as an artist living in a ruined mansion, but we asked Bill if he would send us a copy so that at least we could put the myth to rest.
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