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‘My heart is by dejection, clay,


And by self-murder, red.’


‘A Litany’ (1609), John Donne


‘A remote and beautiful place . . .’


Upton Cressett in Shropshire: A Shell Guide
by John Betjeman and John Piper (Faber, 1951)




JULY, 2010
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Peering through the closed curtains of my Shropshire hideout, I could see a black Land Rover Defender circling the gravelled courtyard area outside. It was around 11 a.m. on Saturday, 17 July.


I was being doorstepped about a breaking British political sex scandal. A stocky man in a checked shirt, holding a motorised camera, stepped out, with a blonde woman in jeans. As the pair hovered outside, two dachshunds began yapping loudly, guarding my front door. I could hear voices outside.


‘This is Upton Cressett,’ the photographer said. ‘I saw the signs.’


‘But is William living here?’ said the woman. ‘The gates are locked. There’s scaffolding up. Looks like a building site.’


‘I can hear dogs. Somebody’s in the cottage.’


There was a loud knock at the door. Then another. I froze.


‘Maybe it’s just a caretaker,’ the man said.


I was not dressed for a Sunday tabloid interview. I was an unshaven forty-three-year-old publisher, feeling past his prime, wearing slippers and striped pyjamas that no longer fitted. The ‘Wanted’ look was completed by my uncombed hair and a moth-eaten grey cashmere dressing-gown. A Christmas present, in another life, from a former mother-in-law.


I had gone into hiding in a cottage – the Coach House – ever since a photo of my girlfriend had appeared on the front page of the Sunday Mirror, alongside that of a well-known British politician, touted as a future prime minister.


I stayed in the bedroom until I heard the Land Rover drive away.


Not long after, my mobile rang. It was a tabloid news desk.


‘Hope you can help us,’ a voice said. ‘We’ve emailed you some questions that we’d appreciate your responses to. Before we go to print.’


‘What questions?’


‘Well, there’s a report that your girlfriend was very popular at Edinburgh University and that while dancing at a James Bond party, got herself entangled . . . in a chandelier. She was dating some wealthy Dutchman . . . Do you know who he was?’


‘We’re no longer together,’ I said. ‘I haven’t spoken to her for a week. You’ll need to ask her or her lawyer.’


‘Do you know about a wine cellar or a CCTV tape?’


‘Fuck off,’ I said, and hung up.


Our last lunch together had been at Motcombs wine bar in Belgravia only a week before. We had drunk two bottles of rosé in the sun and talked of marriage.


‘Upton Cressett will be ready in a few months,’ I’d said. ‘We’ll have children of our own. And then we’ll look like any other family. Nobody will ask any questions. Marriage isn’t just a piece of paper. It’s important.’


She had ended our relationship on the day the tabloids showed up outside our London front door – and her mother’s house in Folkestone. I was ‘under accusation’.


After retreating to Shropshire to escape, I lay on the sofa in my darkened cottage trying to understand how my life had reached this abyss. A double-divorcé, without children, camping out in a former tack room. With another relationship behind me, and only two books in more than twenty years, I found myself thinking of Graham Greene’s verdict: ‘No man is a success to himself.’


Some hours after that phone call, I went for an early-evening walk with the dogs, heading towards the Norman church. In summers past, when I was growing up, my mother’s garden would have been at its very best in July. Now the velvety Old English, crimson roses my mother had lovingly trained up the diapered brick walls had hardly bloomed for not being pruned. They had smelt of myrrh, old fruit and sweet anise.


The yew topiary in front of the house hadn’t been clipped for several years. Weeds and dandelions grew along once neatly edged gravel paths. Two of the six huge Spanish chestnut trees that flanked the Gatehouse, planted to commemorate victory at Waterloo, were now dying. Their cracked and gnarled branches offered only a few green leaves – a symbol of my own stripped spirit.


The small church of St Michael’s, with its twelfth-century weathered timber porch, had long been a sanctuary for me. If you stand by its studded oak door, and look towards the ancient manor of Upton Cressett, the view is as authentically Elizabethan as any you will see in England.


The house is wrapped in history. As the vermilion evening sky blazed across the mullioned windows, the diamond-shaped, leaded glass glinting, the towering stacks of twisted chimneys looked almost exactly as they would have done some 450 years earlier when priest-hunters had waited in the shadows of remote family chapels.


I went in and sat on a pew. Brushing away bat droppings, I thought about what the walls had witnessed: the gilded murals of golden archangels hurriedly whitewashed over in the Reformation; the black-cloaked, anti-papist Pursuivants, arriving on horseback in the reign of Elizabeth I to search the house and church. I imagined a terrified priest dashing through the crypt into the brick escape tunnel, emerging in a field by the medieval fish ponds, then running for his life into the woods.


The church’s Norman font held special significance for me. As I ran my hand along its thick lead lining, burred and beaten with age, the moulded arch carvings felt like rough-stone cheekbones. For a moment, I forgot my despair. Upton Cressett – and its ancient spirit – was time’s own survivor, which gave me a breath of hope. That others before me had been hunted down at Upton Cressett, I found strangely comforting.


As I closed the church door behind me and stepped outside into the darkening evening air, I almost felt as if I was on the run myself – from my past.


I started this memoir six years later, as the last weeks of a wet August fell away before I turned fifty. The floor of my office – a former pig shed – became a multi-coloured sea of letters, faxes, box files, photos, newspaper diary items and cuttings albums – all overflowing with the debris of a life at its half-century mark. The letters and diaries go back to my early school and teenage days. There are also several shelves of red cloth Binder Boxes, each containing love letters.


Retracing my history through this hoard has required an uneasy confrontation with my past. My red boxes are supplied by Ryder & Co, who hold a royal warrant and supply similar boxes to the British Museum. You cannot archive handwritten love letters, the ink sometimes smudged, in a school ring binder. One fat box for each failed relationship – the state papers of my heart.


My Binder Boxes are lined up in chronological order with my exes’ initials on the spine. The chronology is not entirely accurate as the transitions sometimes involved a certain amount of what my female friends call ‘ship-jumping’. Few lives are without conflicted emotions, and letting go of the past is something I have never found easy.


As I began sorting, I wondered what I might say in a speech at a birthday dinner in the Norman church where, it is said, Prince Rupert had knelt before battle during the Civil War. It was now used only for the occasional concert, history talk or guided tour. With only two slit windows on the main south wall, it has the feel of a dimly lit castle chamber. It suited my reflective mood perfectly.


I have been giving guided tours at Upton Cressett since I was in my early teens. That damp August, I had opened the front door on more than one occasion at 2.30 p.m. to find a solitary couple waiting patiently in the rain, huddled under an umbrella. I knew how it must feel to be an actor on tour playing to an all but empty house.


The tours always ended in the Great Hall dining room. Standing just inside the medieval fireplace, I’d relate how the eldest ‘Prince in the Tower’ – now King Edward V, after his father’s death – had reputedly stayed at the timber manor of Hugh Cressett on his fateful journey in April 1483 from nearby Ludlow Castle to London. ‘One can imagine the young king, tired after a day’s ride,’ I’d say, standing by the basket of logs, ‘warming his cold hands as two hundred Yorkist soldiers guarded the moat.’


But this memoir is a very different sort of tour. It’s an excavation – an archaeological memory dig – of house and heart. When I took over the house, both were in an advanced state of disrepair, in need of fixing up – and redemption.


The novelist Candia McWilliam has written movingly of her experience of being ‘rescued by architecture’, and of her ‘capacity to be completely changed by a building, to be inhabited by it imaginatively and emotionally’. That was what I was hoping for when I took on Upton Cressett after my life had crashed in my forties. My second marriage had ended, after barely a year, in 2009. At forty-three, I was faced with the task of renovating the oldest dated brick manor house in Shropshire – solo. For almost as long as I could remember, Upton Cressett had been the backdrop to my life, but my experience of any building project was limited to a problematic London flat near the Shepherd’s Bush roundabout. And with the future of the publishing business I had founded highly uncertain, I felt as if the foundations of my life were falling away beneath me.


What follows is my attempt at establishing some clarity and honesty. It tells the story of how, after my divorces, I attempted to restore my dilapidated house and my quest for a wife. I wanted a chatelaine for the house that had become my home in the early Seventies when my parents swapped our house in Islington for a derelict ruin in Shropshire. Ever since, the house has provided the mortar and walls of my life, even when I wasn’t living there. It was always my dream to live in it with my own family, a prospect that seemed increasingly unlikely.


As I began writing, my immediate hope was that my fiftieth would go better than other milestone birthdays. My main concerns were the weather forecast and the fact that a musician friend had agreed to write and perform a ‘cowboy ballad’ at the church dinner in the style of my namesake, American country legend Johnny Cash. No doubt, the tongue-in-cheek lyrics would cover the hard knocks of my love life as well as my eventual return home to Upton Cressett.


The other thought pressing on my mind was that several dozen of my ‘Moneyman’ generation of friends – many of whom had careers in banking and finance – were decamping to Upton Cressett for a weekend at which our relative life scorecards would be difficult to ignore. One had called to ask for the GPS coordinates and if I had a ‘touchdown zone’.


My thirtieth birthday, in 1996, had been a special low point. I was living in LA and working as US Special Correspondent for the Daily Telegraph. I woke up alone to be greeted by the mess of a Napa Valley expat dinner party with the likes of Elizabeth Hurley, Hugh Grant and Auberon Waugh on my little Valley house terrace. If it sounded glamorous, it wasn’t. In a letter to my girlfriend Catherine, LA editor of the Gault Millau restaurant guide, I described the evening as a ‘grim ordeal’. She didn’t spend the night and I ate a hung-over breakfast at my local diner. I spoke to nobody all day and spent so much time clearing up that I missed my afternoon flight to England. I arrived back at Upton Cressett two days later.


But even when I was a deracinated expat living in Los Angeles, I felt the hamlet’s ancient pull. In a fax from Shropshire to my girlfriend a week after my wretched thirtieth birthday, I wrote, ‘Life is a long walk which leads to a dark wood, which leads to a beautiful garden, which leads to a fine brick house, which leads to a panelled bedroom where the evening sun floods in as the woman I love dresses for dinner . . .’


The house, of course, was Upton Cressett. But reaching the oak-panelled bedroom – where in 1580 owner-builder Richard Cressett had carved his initials above the bed – was to prove no easy journey. Many before me had been ruined by the folly of their building or restoration projects. Indeed, mine nearly broke me, not only emotionally but also financially.


People often ask whether Upton Cressett is haunted. I have never seen a ghost, although I do believe that a house’s walls and rooms can absorb the spirit of former owners. Nowhere is this idea more evident than in the hold that old English houses have on the national psyche. But our houses are often more than bricks and mortar; they are the very stage sets of our lives. Just as we rebuild and remodel, we change with them. In my case, the house has always been the most durable of my relationships – more reliable than any love affair or marriage.
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Marriage à la Mort


My story begins not among red Elizabethan bricks but deep beneath the streets of Paris among centuries-old bones. In early June 2009, my second wife, Vanessa, and I were in Paris to celebrate our wedding anniversary. It was meant to be a romantic trip. A nice boutique hotel, a walk in the Luxembourg Gardens, a visit to Balzac’s house (where he had once jumped the garden wall to escape his creditors), and dinner at Derrière. Then a taxi ride back to the Faubourg Saint-Honoré and late-night cocktails in the plush, plum-velvet booths of Hôtel Costes.


But the painful fact was that, rather than celebrating our first year of marriage, the trip was more about saving it. In February, less than nine months after ‘Love is a Great Thing’ was read at our Westminster wedding service, the state of our marriage (‘the couple are living apart’) had been broadcast across the Daily Mail by Richard Kay in one of his ever-revolving gossip-column despatches on our relationship. ‘I learn that Vanessa has taken her chihuahua Pitoufa – who featured on the couple’s first Christmas card – and flown to her Park Avenue apartment in New York, leaving William to his bachelor flat and their friends wondering where it all went wrong.’


I hadn’t helped matters by failing to book the Eurostar and our hotel until the last moment. My inability to make the reservations earlier was symptomatic of the lack of control I had on the direction in which our marriage was sliding. In every department of my frazzled life there was chaos – my writing, my career as a publisher, my social life, my finances, and at home. And I was managing two building sites.


Falling in love with Vanessa had been like discovering an exotic new drug that would cure all my ailments. That she was a beautiful, New York-based philosopher and writer – with a PhD from Columbia University – no doubt added to her allure. With her aqua-green eyes and husky, mid-Atlantic drawl, she was also very much her own woman. She was known in the diary pages as the ‘Cracker from Caracas’ for her Venezuelan heritage and for having dated Mick Jagger. But she was ‘Dr V’ to her close friends, while I was ‘Bunny’.


Her Cracker nickname was a source of amusement to her. She found it both ‘flattering’ and partly ‘insulting’. When she was previously engaged to a Scottish aristocrat, Willy Stirling, whose great-uncle had founded the SAS, her initial reaction was to rail against her characterisation as a ‘cracker’. When her German doctoral dissertation adviser at Columbia read about her affair with Jagger while she was teaching philosophy, he asked her: ‘Does zat mean you smoke crack?’


Vanessa had lived in her own apartment on the Upper East Side since she was eighteen. Her Venezuelan father had died tragically when she was just twenty. She was a regular on the international conference circuit, specialising in South American politics and counter-terrorism, invariably arriving in her vintage Hermès poncho and knee-high leather boots. She was also a television political pundit and later a foreign ambassador.


We met in October 2007 and I proposed on New Year’s Day 2008, in Mustique, where Vanessa had spent much of her childhood. Her grandfather, Hans Neumann, a Venezuelan industrialist and art collector, had rescued the Caribbean island in 1976 after Colin Tennant, later Lord Glenconner, was unable to finance it any longer (Hans bought Glenconner out). Vanessa regarded Mustique as her spiritual home. Needless to say, the jet-set island was a very different world from my bucket-and-spade holidays in North Wales or Weymouth.


My proposal belonged in a Billy Wilder film. We were in the bar at the Firefly Hotel before having dinner with an old friend, New York-based novelist Jay McInerney, and his wife Anne. As the maître d’ tried to usher us to our table, I ran out into a tropical rainstorm to fetch the ring from an old sock hidden inside the glove box of the electric golf buggy we were driving. When I returned to the bar, Vanessa was nowhere to be seen.


‘Where’s Vanessa?’ I said.


‘She’s gone to the ladies’ room,’ I was told.


So I rushed back into the storm as the loos were outside. I quickly became drenched as I waited for her to emerge. That Vanessa said yes before she’d looked inside the box I took as a good sign.


When she called her mother in New York with the news that she was engaged, I heard Antonia ask, ‘What’s his name?’


‘William,’ Vanessa said. ‘Another William.’


I sensed confusion down the line; I was then handed the phone. ‘I’ll look forward to seeing you in London at the wedding, or sooner, I hope,’ I said.


Cracking Up


From the moment we arrived at the Gare du Nord, I was desperate to make the Paris trip a romantic success. Which is why, looking back now, it seems odd that I thought a good way to celebrate our anniversary would be to visit the city’s famous catacombs.


Victor Hugo writes about the macabre labyrinth of an underground open graveyard in Les Misérables. It contains the bones of more than six million Parisian citizens whose remains were moved from overcrowded cemeteries to the tunnels of former stone quarries on the orders of Louis XVI. Opened to the public in the late eighteenth century, its seemingly endless piles of human skulls, in particular, neatly arranged in pyramids, have long been a grim tourist attraction.


We entered and walked along a narrow stone passage until we came to a sign that read: ‘Arrête! C’est ici l’empire de la Mort.’


‘Stop!’ translated Vanessa. ‘This is the empire of Death.’


After about twenty minutes, I started to feel claustrophobic panic. It wasn’t just the surroundings. I had already divorced once and my second marriage was showing every sign of crumbling. The truth is, we had been in trouble after only six months. Vanessa had, indeed, spent much of her time in New York, but I could only blame myself. Paris was my last chance to win her back.


I recalled a line from David Hare’s play Plenty. It is spoken by an English diplomat, Raymond Brock, when he confronts his volatile wife after a disastrous dinner party at their smart Holland Park house – and she takes a carving knife to the wallpaper. Knowing that their marriage is over, he asks her to admit just one thing to herself: ‘In the life you have led, you have utterly failed, failed in the very, very heart of your life.’


The subterranean Paris tunnel was oddly muggy. I had never been down the secret tunnel that locals said existed at Upton Cressett as we didn’t know where the entrance was. But I thought an underground tunnel would be dank and poorly lit. This one had electric lighting and smelt musty. As I walked along the tunnel, with a sense of panic closing in on me, my thoughts began to surge, like those in the head of Goya slumped on his desk in The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters. I experienced a similar invasion of nightmarish images and thoughts, whirling around my mind.


What Richard Kay had not mentioned, or known, was that in addition to my wife bolting to New York there were also serious problems with Spear’s, the financial magazine and media business I had founded on returning from nearly a decade in LA, and still ran as editor-in-chief. The parent magazine company that had bought the company in 2007 – backed by an American private-equity firm – was now in deep financial trouble, post-crash. Investments had gone wrong. Only a few days before leaving for Paris, I had learned that the parent company was going into administration. Spear’s, its only viable asset, was heading for the liquidator’s auction block. I hadn’t told Vanessa yet.


Quite what she thought of taking on Upton Cressett, I never knew, as we had not, after a year, got close to spending a night there. We were still living in the Coach House. For the duration of our marriage, we lived between that cottage and my flat on one of the busiest roads in London’s Holland Park. The flat had been another building nightmare to complete before starting married life together. When we moved in, the only bedroom was a windowless shoebox in the basement.


I had plans to build a new bedroom extension in the rear garden. Most of its pre-war acacia trees were dying, but the council was refusing to let me cut them down. All building works were on hold as I battled with the tree-conservation department.


Vanessa, meanwhile, was a published philosopher who taught Wittgenstein on New York campuses. I found dating a beautiful philosopher alluring. Mick Jagger also found it unusual. At the start of her affair with Jagger, she was reading Schopenhauer’s The World as Will and Representation for fun while on holiday. ‘Some light beach reading?’ Mick asked as he glanced at the cover.


Maybe that was one reason why I had proposed to her so quickly. She was a glamorous Manhattan version of John Betjeman’s black-stockinged ‘Myfanwy’, the feisty and sexy Oxford student whom he dreams about as an undergraduate. Only Vanessa didn’t ride a bicycle with a wicker basket: she drove a Porsche (and later a powerful Mini Cooper). I liked her academic background. ‘Dr Cash’ had a certain ring to it, at least to my ear. Perhaps a philosopher was what I felt I needed. To provide answers. Even if, most of the time, I didn’t know what the questions were.


Such were the thoughts that swirled in my mind as I wandered under the streets of Paris.




Of course, all life is a process of breaking down, but the blows that do the dramatic side of the work – the big sudden blows that come, or seem to come, from outside – the ones you remember and blame things on and, in moments of weakness, tell your friends about, don’t show their effect all at once.





So began F. Scott Fitzgerald’s account of his own breakdown in The Crack-Up. He chronicled, in painfully honest detail, how his marriage and life unravelled, at the height of his fame, in his mid-thirties. But I was now forty-three, with no Great Gatsby to show for it, no Babylon to revisit. And I had no Upton Cressett magic wall to jump over to escape my growing stack of bills. Tools were not so much ‘down’ as nowhere to be seen.


Why did I have two building projects going on at the same time, neither of which I could afford? How long would I still have a job to pay for any renovation? Would I ever get to sleep in that oak-panelled master bedroom with my wife’s initials carved above the bed? And would I ever have a family of my own?


Tudor Grotesque


The chief reason for my despair was that my family home in Shropshire, the moated Elizabethan manor and gatehouse of Upton Cressett, had come to resemble an architectural salvage yard. The gardens where I had played tennis and cricket on the Moat Lawn, and my mother had her Tudor rose garden, had long been abandoned.


One thing about building work is that whenever someone mutilates a house you often find that the urge to strip out its interior is a symptom of personal despair or unhappiness. Over the late summer of 2007, on my instructions while I was away on an unlikely two-week holiday – read ‘mid-life crisis’ – at the Burning Man Festival in the Nevada desert, the house had been ripped apart by my Liverpudlian builder.


While I was in the Black Rock Desert, a vanload of axes, sledgehammers, iron bars and pneumatic drills had turned my former family home into a wasteland. The builder had long since departed, with his weathered Transit van.


When I took over Upton Cressett in 2007, the house needed to be completely remodernised – new electrics, new lime-plastering, new mullion windows and central heating for the first time in five hundred years. In my parents’ day, the main guest bathroom was almost fifty yards from some bedrooms. On freezing winter mornings, I used to hear people running along the upstairs corridor to get to the bathroom. Five minutes later they would run back, after they had discovered that the hot water – there was just enough for two baths a day for the entire household – had run out and they would either have to face a cold shower or use kettles.


I had wanted a fresh start for Upton Cressett. I hadn’t just wanted to divorce the past but to obliterate it. Not my childhood and teenage memories of the place, where I had been so happy, but my recent past. I wanted to put my own stamp on the house. I wanted to give it a new identity; my own had been so crushed by my first divorce.


But my builder had gone too far. It was painful to walk around the dusty beamed rooms, their old electric sockets removed, leaving green and yellow wires hanging like the tentacles of some giant tropical weed growing through the walls.


The 1930s porcelain pedestal basin with brass taps that my father used to shave in was upturned and discarded in a corner; the Tudor oak floorboards of his dressing room had been torn out and left like scaffolding planks, their crude sixteenth-century nails scattered in a heap. The beautiful home in which I had been brought up since the age of about five had been gutted. The furniture had been removed, as had almost all of the old wallpapers, chosen by my mother, that had given the house so much of its character, leaving the plastered walls a dirty and scarred off-white. Even the pretty bird-of-paradise chinoiserie paper of the Parrot Bedroom had gone – my friends from school had slept there, or my Uncle Jonathan when he came for one of his archaeological holidays.


The Tudor Grotesque wallpaper adorned with gargoyles had been torn from the walls. Almost every room, from the kitchen to my mother’s study, was now unrecognisable. There was no sign of any work resuming. Frayed plastic sheets, taped on to the wooden casements, rustled in the wind where windows had been removed. This demolition was in the late summer of 2007, just before I met – or, rather, became reacquainted with – Vanessa at a friend’s party. By 2009, after a year of marriage, the house was in the same derelict condition.


My father had recommended doing up one room at a time – as they had done when he and my mother had renovated the house in the 1970s. ‘We had price tags for each room,’ he told me. ‘Never more than a few hundred pounds a room. You need to be on site.’


Of course, I hadn’t listened. Instead, I’d headed off to bury the past in the Nevada desert, only to return to find my childhood home literally demolished. I saw its destruction as a symbol of my own broken life at forty-three.


When my parents moved out of the main house, I inherited a small library of old architecture books in which Upton Cressett featured. These included The Old Houses of Wenlock by H. E. Forrest (1914) and Nooks and Corners of Shropshire by H. Thornhill Timmins (1899). The other volume that was handed over, like some sacred heirloom, was my father’s much-treasured navy album with ox-blood leather corners and spine with ‘Upton Cressett Hall, 1971’ embossed in gilt on the front. It included his photos of the house restoration.


The first pages show a ruined manor house with broken windows and chimneys and Shropshire pigs happily eating from a trough in what I am guessing is the former pig shed in which I am now writing; and a picture – I’m looking at it now – of me aged five or six, standing in the muddy clay moat in front of the church. I have a pudding-bowl haircut and am smiling in green corduroys and a sweater. I look happy.


Hopeless Romantics


My determination to restore Upton Cressett sprang from the desire to return to or recreate the magic of my childhood and teenage years spent there. Such a quest back to a world of innocence is, of course, a familiar cliché. G. K. Chesterton’s first memory was of looking inside his father’s Victorian toy theatre, which he described as ‘a glimpse of some incredible paradise’, and he spent much of his life trying to recapture that lost vision of a childhood Arcadia.


My boyhood adventure had begun on a warm day in June 1970 after my parents read an entry for Upton Cressett in the list of ‘Threatened Houses of Architectural Interest’, published by the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings (SPAB) founded by William Morris. My father had become a member in the late 1960s and had been looking for a ‘project’ to restore with my mother. What they didn’t know at the time was that, if a buyer or leaseholder hadn’t been found, the house might have been yet another to fall victim to the wrecker’s ball as a way of avoiding a costly Conservation Order. The notice appeared under the county heading ‘Shropshire’. The entry read:




Built about 1580 by Richard Cressett, the oldest dated house built entirely of brick in the County. Manor House . . . Interesting features. Unspoilt Shropshire countryside. Requires considerable renovation.





My parents had become afflicted with that most British and expensive of diseases: the ‘dream’ of finding an old English manor house and restoring it, the more of an overgrown ruin beyond hope, the better. Finding such a crumbling manor, château, castle, Italian villa or French farmhouse to turn into a family home made my parents members of the same club as Peter Mayle, author of A Year in Provence. In 1987, Peter and his third wife, Jennie, moved from Devon to a farmhouse in Ménerbes, in central Provence, where they planned to refurbish the property while he wrote a novel. The farmhouse soon took on a life of its own.


My father, Bill, was then a thirty-year-old lawyer in London with political ambitions and a young family. We lived in a terraced house in Islington, north London. ‘We drove up over the weekend almost as soon as we saw the ad,’ my father recalled, many decades later. ‘We had wanted to move to the country but we had no idea where Shropshire was. Most of the properties advertised in the SPAB list were white elephants – old schools, institutions, mental asylums or small cottages. Not suitable for raising a family. This sounded different.’


In the preface to his history of the De Uptons and Cressetts of Upton Cressett, my father describes the sultry day that he and my mother first glimpsed our future family home in June 1970:




The atmosphere was magical, heavy with the humming of bees. The foliage was dense and we walked, with mounting excitement, through high grass surrounding the ancient, derelict buildings with tumbled down chimneys and trees growing through the brickwork, faintly discerning the outline of the moat by the Norman church. The air of romantic dereliction was permeated by a surge of ancient emotions. It has never lost its medieval character.





Soon after, my parents packed me into their white Citroën Safari estate and we drove up to Shropshire to look at the romantic-sounding Elizabethan manor. This was well before the M40 was built and the journey took us to Oxford and along winding cow-parsley-filled Cotswold roads through Moreton-in-Marsh and Evesham. About eight miles from Bridgnorth, outside the village of Billingsley, we stopped for a picnic. Not long after my mother had laid down a tartan rug and started handing out sausage rolls and sandwiches, we were slowly encircled by cows and young heifers. I was hurriedly passed across barbed wire to ‘safety’ (we were from Islington).


When we arrived at the Hall, we found a ruin, with pigs strolling around the oak-panelled Jacobean ground-floor rooms. Piles of grain and abandoned farm machinery lay about. There were no locks on any of the doors; once you had battled through the nettles and brambles, you just walked in. My parents had just wanted to take a spontaneous look before requesting the keys – they never expected to spend two hours walking around every room. The church, some hundred yards away, was locked.


Of that first tour of the empty house, I can still remember the fetid animal smell of the place. ‘It was a hot day . . . the ground floor stank like a summer farmyard. There was chicken and pig manure everywhere,’ my father recalls. The last resident had been a tenant pig farmer called Mr Flood. He had lived in a few rooms without electricity or mains water.


Despite the Shropshire pigs, the cloak of ivy, the broken Jacobean chimneys, the smashed, leaded casement windows, the chunks of ornate plaster work hanging from the ceiling attached to clumps of horsehair, and a tree growing up the oak staircase of the Gatehouse, they immediately fell in love with Upton Cressett.


The result was that I left St Anthony’s in Hampstead for Shropshire and was packed off to board at Moor Park School near Ludlow, starting aged seven. One of my earliest Binder Boxes, marked ‘School’, contains letters sent from Moor Park and a short autobiography I wrote. It begins with an early memory of Upton Cressett:




Childhood experiences, I have been told, are the writer’s credit balance. Aged four, we moved from London to an Elizabethan house in Shropshire with a Gatehouse, moat and secret passage. My mother gave up breeding children for peacocks. If friends came to stay I would hand them boxing gloves and fight them under a damson tree. Afterwards, I would teach them Mahjong. The house’s sequestered location meant there were few newspapers.





At school, I wrote home every week on Wombles or Tom and Jerry writing paper, offering my verdict of films like The Land That Time Forgot, asking for more stamps or to be sent a new jar of peanut butter. Aged ten, I was writing short stories for the school magazine. I even enjoyed exams. In a letter dated June 1982, after I had moved to Downside School in Somerset, during my O-level exams my mother wrote: ‘Don’t be over-confident. If one question looks easy, always take care and watch your writing. If one exam doesn’t go as well as you expect, don’t let it get you down. Just persevere. Soon you will be home for the holidays, which will be wonderful. I am enclosing £10.’


Thirty years later, I found one old blue fiver (the kind with the Duke of Wellington on the back) inside the envelope. The note is still surprisingly crisp. That I had entirely forgotten about it was unsettling. Had I read the letter properly, let alone taken my mother’s good advice? But for most of the last forty years or so, had I ever taken anybody’s advice? Almost certainly not. But, then, if I had taken the advice of friends and family, I would almost certainly never have embarked upon the restoration of Upton Cressett – with no budget, no builder and no experience.


For much of our family’s first two years at Upton Cressett, we camped, living in just a few rooms in primitive conditions while work continued. I played with my plastic soldiers in the builder’s sandpit. A huge, rickety old seventeenth-century tithe barn – with giant, gnarled oak beams – was my playground.


As a boy, I dressed in plastic armour and re-enacted Roman and medieval battles with my younger brother Sam and our Uncle Jonathan, who was only ten years older than me. He was more like an older brother and introduced me to local Shropshire beer – aged sixteen – down the pub after one of our ‘field walks’. He loved the ancient history around Upton Cressett, which he endowed with Romano-British significance. He had curly brown hair, later grew a professorial beard and was innately kind, always carrying boxes of maps and notebooks with neatly written notes. He never travelled without a suitcase of books on classical history.


Little did I know then that his mania for collecting signed first editions of W. H. Auden and Sylvia Plath, Wisden and the entire Loeb classical library were symptoms of a hoarding compulsion. He would arrive at Christmas and Easter with cigars, boxes of wine and enough archaeological equipment and ‘weather gear’ for a six-month stint in the ‘trowel pit’ at Hadrian’s Wall. He taught me how to build a Trojan fort from straw bales. Alas, the Trojan War came to an abrupt halt one day when my brother’s tunnelling disturbed a hornets’ nest. He was so badly stung that my mother had to drive him to Telford hospital.


Jonathan introduced me to archaeology. He had been taught Latin and classical history at Stonyhurst, in Lancashire, by Michael Tolkien, son of J. R. R. Tolkien, and had a romantic view of Old England as a country that could not escape its almost mythical past. We would walk for miles in search of lost hill forts, mott baileys and medieval villages, or follow the trail of King Arthur, whom my uncle believed might have been a Welsh warrior king. ‘You’re living in the very seam of English history,’ Jonathan would say, as we donned camouflage jackets and binoculars, collected maps and set off around freshly ploughed local fields looking for Roman coins or pottery. ‘Upton Cressett is one of the oldest landscapes in old Mercia,’ he added. ‘It was settled by the Cornovii tribe, well before the Saxons. They were Iron Age Celts who were finally defeated by the Romans around ad 47. Their capital was a large double hill fort on the Wrekin, which inspired Middle-earth in The Lord of the Rings. I’ll take you there.’
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The House That Time Forgot


Although it sounds stately, Upton Cressett isn’t. It belongs to that long tradition of off-the-beaten-track houses, combining English architectural beauty and homeliness, that were so well described by P. H. Ditchfield in his 1910 account The Manor Houses of England, in which Upton Cressett is mentioned. In it, he describes the English manor as a style of dwelling that ranks between the mansion and the farmhouse or cottage.




Many of them stand in remote, inaccessible and little-known parts of the country; and their remarkable beauty, their historical associations and architectural merits, may have escaped the attention of those who love to explore the English countryside . . . They do not court attention, these English manor houses, or seek to attract the eye by glaring incongruities or obtrusive detail. They seem in quest of peace, love and obscurity.





One reason that the Cressett family left the house in the early eighteenth century (although they continued to own the estate) is that, despite its medieval water garden and deer park, it wasn’t grand enough. Its carved dragon frieze, panelled rooms and hefty medieval Crown beams – spliced from oak trees tied together as saplings – were too English, too dark and too far away from the seats of local power in Ludlow or Shrewsbury.


The house was originally a timbered medieval manor with a Great Hall and solar wing built in the fifteenth century for Hugh Cressett, a royal commissioner for the Welsh Marches. Hence it would have been regarded as a Yorkist safe house in 1483 when the twelve-year-old King Edward V reportedly stayed with Hugh Cressett, then crossed the River Severn in Bridgnorth on his fateful journey from Ludlow Castle to the Tower of London. Hugh and his son, Robert, were successively Members of Parliament and Sheriffs of Shropshire.


In 1580, the Great Hall was truncated, then encased in fashionable brick by Richard Cressett, who also added a romantic, turreted English Renaissance gatehouse (more Elizabethan banqueting lodge). Twisting and intricate cut-brick chimney stacks towered above the medieval fireplaces that were the ultimate Tudor status symbols – like having a Richard Neutra pool-house when I lived in LA. The Cressett family were powerful Civil War royalists and landowners with close connections to the Stuart and Hanoverian royal courts. They owned the house until 1926, by which time it was an ivy-clad ruin.


In 1970, the estate was owned by Colonel Henry Marsh, OBE (of the Marsh & Baxter sausage family), who lived at nearby Monkhopton House. But as the inscrutable ecclesiastical architectural historian Henry Thorold puts it in his classic Collins Guide to the Ruined Abbeys of England, Wales and Scotland: ‘There is nothing like neglect for preserving a place.’


Ever since the Cressetts moved out in 1703, a succession of tenants, usually farmers, including illegitimate cousins called Corser, occupied the house, which became a farmstead until the mid-1950s when the lack of water, electricity and its remote location became too challenging even for the ‘caretaker’ farmer living in two rooms. So, Mr Flood moved out and the pigs and chickens moved in.


Upton Cressett was a highly risky project for my parents to take on. My father had only his solicitor’s salary – he was a partner at Dyson Bell, the Westminster-based constitutional and parliamentary law firm – and the sale proceeds of their house in Islington. The idea was to downsize in London and put aside the difference to pay for the restoration. By April 1971, as the works began, I had a new brother called Sam. My mother gave up work to raise her young family and supervise the builders (Treasure’s of Ludlow) during the week when my father was working in London.


By 1966, when I was born, she had worked for several years as a ‘garden room’ secretary in Downing Street where she and others regularly had to fend off drunken, late-night advances from Labour politician George Brown, a notorious philanderer as foreign secretary. ‘One would not invite him to cucumber sandwiches with one’s maiden aunt,’ railed a Times leader in 1967 on Brown’s suitability for high office. But it was a different political world and my mother – who had signed the Official Secrets Act – just laughed off his behaviour. She would walk from our flat in Lincoln’s Inn Fields down the Strand to Downing Street where she often arranged top-secret calls from the prime minister, Harold Wilson, late into the night.


‘When I was pregnant, I became a bit scatty,’ my mother recalled. ‘I remember taking an important late-night call from the White House. I had Lyndon Johnson on the line and said I’d put him through to the prime minister. I got up to find him and completely forgot the American president was on the line! He must have waited for quite a few minutes before hanging up.’


After I was born, my mother worked part time as researcher and secretary to Anthony Sampson when he was writing Anatomy of Britain. She was a Sixties, hands-on loving mother, who used to push me, in the Silver Cross pram, around London parks in her navy-and-cream Hermès scarf. She refused to have a nanny.


Close family and a real family home were always important to her, as she hardly saw her own parents while she was growing up. Her family had a restless streak: a relation had been on Scott’s expedition to the Antarctic; her father, James Lee, a keen sailor with a yacht in Weymouth, worked as a senior civil servant in the Commonwealth Office with postings to Kenya and Malaysia. For my mother this meant staying with friends in the school holidays and often not seeing her parents for six months or longer. Upton Cressett was the ‘much-loved family home’ she had never really had before.


‘Many of our friends thought we were mad,’ recalled my father, ‘which was why neither of us told our parents about Upton Cressett for two years after we had moved in. We just didn’t dare. They would have thought we were crazy and irresponsible.’


That spontaneous Sunday-afternoon drive to Shropshire turned out to be lucky timing. By 1970, James Marsh, son of Colonel Marsh, didn’t have the appetite for a costly two-year restoration so the colonel’s priority was to find a leaseholder – fast. Thanks to the SPAB having alerted the local council to the Hall’s ‘frightful’ condition, he knew he was in grave danger of being served with a Conservation Order, requiring him to make expensive repairs.


The property had been advertised for two weeks as far back as July 1969 by the colonel’s land agent Nicholas Collis. He had written to Mrs Dance, head of the SPAB, on 13 August 1969: ‘The present position is that I advertised the Hall and Gatehouse in national and local papers about two weeks ago. The response was terrific, some ninety applicants. Our intention is to offer a long lease of twenty years to someone who has the time and money to return both of the buildings to their former glory. I have six applicants who are of that calibre and it remains to choose the right one and have the lease signed. We will watch very carefully that nothing is done to destroy the place and, although it may take a few years to restore, it will be worthwhile.’


Why none of the original six applicants took on Upton Cressett is unclear. They probably thought it was a crazy, money-pit project. By 8 July 1970, Mrs Dance was writing to Colonel Marsh that they were down to ‘two people who are exceedingly keen’. One of the two was my father.


Eagle’s Manor


My father could recall very little of his own (real) father growing up as my grandfather Paul Cash had been killed in action during the Normandy landings of 1944. He won the MC just days before he died on July 13 while defending the fifteenth-century chateau of Fontaine–Etoupefour, near Caen, whose turreted moated gatehouse bears an uncanny resemblance to that of Upton Cressett.


As Jack Hayward, a sergeant in my grandfather’s regiment (Wessex Wyverns and Royal Artillery), described the bloody battle for Hill 112, a critically important vantage point between the valleys of the River Odon and Orme: ‘The guns became so hot that the paint started to peel off. It was at this time that we were told that our Troop Commander, Captain Cash, had been killed. We had lost a great leader, a wonderful officer and a real gentleman.’


My grandfather was only twenty-six. A fellow officer wrote to my grandmother from convalescent hospital: ‘During an attack, we got into a very sticky place. Paul was in a tank but had to abandon it when it got too hot. During that battle Paul was magnificent although I know he realised, as I did, that it would be a miracle if we survived.’


I am sure the emotional scar of losing his war hero father when he was just four defined much of my father’s life. As a young teenager, while on a summer holiday in Normandy, I remember we tried to find my grandfather’s grave but had difficulty locating the exact cemetery (my father has since been back several times). Part of the reason was that for the rest of her long life, despite happily remarrying, my grandmother Moira found visiting her husband’s grave simply too painful.


My father can still vividly recall the awful news arriving. ‘I opened the door. Then a huge man, some sort of policeman, handed my mother the letter. She collapsed. I then remember going up to her bedroom where she was in a terrible state and saying, “Don’t worry Mummy, I’ll look after you.”’


On that August day in the late 1970s when we failed to find the exact location of my grandfather’s grave, I recall taking a swig of red wine and biting hard into a baguette to stop myself from crying when I saw the rows and rows of those killed – and their ages.


My father possessed a treasured framed photo of his father’s sports car with my young grandparents standing beside it holding him as a baby. This was placed on a table in the drawing room at Upton Cressett, alongside his father’s Military Cross. My father used to enjoy pointing to the ‘Just Married’-style sign hanging above the numberplate, which read: ‘To Hell With Hitler.’


In a darkly comic twist, the only person who expressed any interest in occupying the hamlet of Upton Cressett during the Second World War seems to have been Adolf Hitler, or his Nazi high command. According to German military papers put up for auction in 2005, maps show that Hitler’s generals were eyeing up Bridgnorth, on the River Severn, for their headquarters after the invasion. And according to historian Andrew Roberts, Upton Cressett Hall, hidden on top of a treacherously steep hill, might have become Hitler’s ‘Eagle’s Nest’ in England. A look at the German maps shows that Upton Cressett had probably been circled because of its remote location at the end of a three-mile cul-de-sac lane with no neighbours.


But Upton Cressett has always been a survivor. After the war, it was lucky not to have been one of the ‘Lost Houses’ that were named in 1973 on the roll-call of demolished houses that featured in the Victoria and Albert Museum’s show, Destruction of the English Country House. In No Voice from the Hall, architectural historian John Harris describes how the predicament facing English historic houses post-1945 had no parallel in Europe. In 1955 alone, one country house was being demolished every two days, with 1,116 houses being lost in the 100 years to 1973.


Upton Cressett survived the twentieth-century dissolution of the country house because it was largely forgotten. After the last Cressett descendants – the Thursby-Pelhams – sold the estate, the Cressett family crypt, lined with carved marble effigies, was blocked up and the church fell into neglect and disrepair. When we arrived in 1970, my father was offered St Michael’s Church for just £1,000. By then, it was in a chronic state of disrepair.


In the summer of 1938, writing their entry for Shropshire: A Shell Guide, John Betjeman and artist John Piper had to fight their way through thick nettles, fallen branches and four-foot-high brambles to reach the little church, with its ‘rich Norman chancel arch and a little late Flemish glass’. Betjeman described the derelict manor house, set in the ‘loneliest of valleys’, as among his favourite places in Shropshire. Although he was writing for a motoring guide, he noted that Upton Cressett was ‘best approached on foot, horse or bicycle’ so that its beauty, peace and history could be ‘appreciated’.


In 1958, the rare Flemish glass, along with the Norman font and Cressett family brass, was removed by the Hereford diocese before they closed the church for ‘safety’ reasons. The real damage to both house and church had been done by salvage thieves, farm tenants and neglectful owners of the twentieth century. There is a photograph, taken in August 1909 by the Scottish philosopher and mathematician John Edward Steggall, of the derelict Gatehouse almost entirely covered with ivy. While neighbouring Aldenham Park – the former home of the nineteenth-century Liberal statesman and historian Lord Acton – was used as a girls’ school during the war, and Morville Hall was also requisitioned, Upton Cressett was just too isolated.


That my parents were Londoners looking to restore a derelict old manor in a part of England they had hardly heard of fits the template for the typical Country Life reader.


They were members of the ‘restore-a-wreck’ brigade. When friends came to stay for the weekend in the 1970s, they would know that they weren’t being invited for tennis and swimming. Rather, they would find themselves being handed paintbrushes and SPAB instructions on how to mix lime mortar. I remember my brother’s godfather, the French Revolution historian Dr Colin Lucas, my father’s former Oxford flatmate, building the brick-edged pathway in front of the Gatehouse.


The new breed of country-house owner in the 1960s and ’70s often had little in common with the landed aristocrats who gathered at the V&A for the owners’ preview night of the Destruction exhibition in October 1973. Worried about negative publicity, curator Roy Strong insisted no journalists were to be invited to the privately funded opening-night dinner – and issued a press embargo. ‘I feared the newspapers caricaturing rich country-house owners quaffing champagne while the Museum pleaded their cause would be counter-productive,’ he later wrote.


The V&A exhibition argued that country houses are the envy of the world and one of the main reasons that people came to Britain; the imminent threat of a wealth and inheritance tax could potentially kill off the English country house as an art form and national treasure. An early draft of the exhibition brochure in the V&A archives states: ‘Taxation has broken up the estates which supported them. It has forced the disposal of the contents they were built to house. It has made the gardens around them unmanageable. Above all, they have gone because the nation as a whole was asleep to their beauty. They have gone because politicians have not been moved to do anything positive to preserve them.’


Upton Cressett was a case in point. In the 1960s, house-breakers had stripped the exquisite, carved, sea-dragon frieze panelling on the first floor that the National Monuments Commission had photographed for their records. By the time my parents arrived in 1970, it had gone, along with most of the beautiful studded Elizabethan oak doors. My father found one surviving panel of the sea-dragon frieze in the attic, along with a priceless (to us) original Elizabethan window casement. Its green-leaded glass was broken but it could be copied.


The V&A show promoted the idea that if more noble and symbolic temples of visual beauty were to be lost, our national, cultural and aesthetic identity would suffer a severe blow. The public reaction to Destruction showed that the English house played an important role in our sense of place, and who we are.


But there was a flip side to the toll of destruction that was not much noted. By the late 1960s, when my parents began country-house hunting, many derelict properties were available to buy, usually inexpensively; and builders were cheap. This led to a new golden age for the ‘rescued’ historic house and an unexpected revival of the ‘cult of the country house’, as Evelyn Waugh described it in his revised 1959 foreword to Brideshead Revisited.


Many new owners were not especially well off. They were just romantics who often bought their run-down wrecks on a whim or wanted to change their lives, often escaping from London with the dream of swapping their urban backyard for a real English garden.


My mother’s bedside table was heaped with books like The Pleasure Garden (1977) by Anne Scott-James and Osbert Lancaster. The English roses she grew in her Elizabethan garden had names like ‘Munstead Wood’, ‘Gertrude Jekyll’ and ‘Boscobel’, the latter no doubt chosen because of the association with the nearby ‘Royal Oak’ at Boscobel House, the seventeenth-century hunting lodge near White Ladies Priory where the young Charles II hid while fleeing from Cromwell’s soldiers after the Battle of Worcester in 1651. Boscobel had a box hedge knot garden with parterre beds filled with old species of lavender and honeysuckle that my mother admired and tried to replicate.


Two of my childhood friends lost their Shropshire homes while I was growing up – events that seemed (to me at least) some traumatic violation of the natural order. Seeing the contents of Wenlock Priory (my parents bought an Oriental dinner gong) being laid out on the lawn close to where I used to play cricket with my friend Mark was perhaps the first time I realised how much of my identity and childhood happiness were rooted in my family home. The magnificent Cluniac priory, where Henry James used to stay, was sold for just a few hundred thousand pounds in the early 1980s after the four brothers who owned it couldn’t agree on a succession plan. It was bought by the late artist Louis De Wet and his actress wife Gabrielle Drake, who devoted themselves to restoring the house to its medieval self.


Whereas shared inheritance laws across Europe have meant that the French and others have adopted a sanguine attitude towards the selling-off of old family houses, in Britain we tend to be more sentimental. We cling to them until the bailiffs and the estate agent’s photographer – or Christie’s porters – are pounding at the door.


In September 1992, le tout Shropshire had gathered morbidly to watch the contents of Pitchford Hall near Shrewsbury – one of the country’s finest black-and-white timber houses – being sold, along with the house. The house belonged to former stockbroker and Guards officer Oliver Colthurst and his wife Caroline, having been handed down her family for nearly five hundred years. I had grown up in Shropshire with their two daughters, the elder of whom was called Rowena. ‘People were sitting in a tent bidding for paintings by Reynolds, or the lumpy bed that Queen Victoria had slept in,’ says her husband James Nason. ‘And then a porter would just carry them to the front door of the house to be put into vans and cars and driven away. It was surreal.’


James’s parents-in-law had been forced to sell the historic forty-two-room house following catastrophic Lloyd’s of London losses.


‘My parents went to Mexico,’ recalled Rowena. ‘It felt like a bereavement. But when we lost the house, James and I made a vow that we would try to buy it back. We felt a wrong had been done and we wanted to set that right.’


The house, plus seventy-six acres (the family kept a thousand acres), had been bought by a Kuwaiti princess who had plans to turn the sprawling manor – with a badly leaking roof – into a stud farm. But she never spent a night at the house. Some twenty-five years later, Rowena and James were able to buy Pitchford back. When I visited, there was still a yellowed copy of the Daily Telegraph in the kitchen from the week the family moved out in 1992. When the house was up for sale, the National Trust and English Heritage had both turned it down. John Major’s heritage minister David Mellor thought the iconic black-and-white timber house wasn’t important enough to be rescued.


Taking on Upton Cressett in 1970 was a gamble as my father was able to negotiate only a 79-year lease with Colonel Marsh. Cecil Beaton’s bitter-sweet account of his years as the tenant of Ashcombe House in Wiltshire (from 1930 to 1945) is full of grief for the loss of a house that he transformed from an overgrown derelict wreck into a rural salon for the bohemian demi-monde. His memoir, Ashcombe: The Story of a Fifteen-Year Lease, is a literary act of re-possession for the ‘small universe’ that he loved, but his eviction left a shadow hanging over him that he was never able to shake off. Our home was only saved from possible future family expulsion when my father bought the freehold following Colonel Marsh’s death.


Car Park Lefty


In the late 1970s and early ’80s, I spent a lot of time sitting in car parks around the country while my father was interviewed by local Conservative Associations in the hope of getting a Commons seat. He often made it down to the final shortlist. The reasons he was never selected were always abstruse. Once I remember my mother saying it was because he had worn a suit ‘with turn-ups’; another time it was ‘because he was a Catholic.’ As the 1983 election approached, his deepening frustration at not finding a seat was enough to put me off having any personal interest in politics.


While I sat in our Ford Granada in Conservative Association car parks in Folkestone, Poole or Beaconsfield, babysitting my brother Sam and younger sister Laetitia (my mother would be inside with my father), I was usually reading a Graham Greene or George Orwell novel. Although I didn’t let on at the time, I identified more with the politics of my left-leaning, liberal or dissenting literary heroes – William Hazlitt, John Ruskin, W. H. Auden, J. B. Priestley, John Betjeman and Christopher Hitchens (whom I later got to know after we enjoyed a three-bottle dinner in Washington).


Above all, I enjoyed the caustic literary style of Clough Williams-Ellis, the plus-fours-wearing and Labour-voting founder of Portmeirion, the ‘Italian seaside village’ in North Wales. He was the iconoclastic author of England and the Octopus, a 1928 diatribe about the destruction of the English countryside, thanks to poor planning laws and ribbon development. It helped lead to the founding of the Council for the Protection of Rural England (of which I am a long-standing member).


My anti-Establishment sentiment came, I am sure, from my Quaker roots, with seven Liberal MPs in my political family. My father was proud to be a cousin of John Bright, the radical Liberal statesman, repealer of the Corn Laws and mentor of Abraham Lincoln (who had a photo of Bright in his pocket when he was assassinated). After my father finally won a seat in 1984, selected for the Stafford by-election following the death of Sir Hugh Fraser, he would always say, ‘Meet me by John Bright’, referring to his ancestor’s marble statue, whenever I went to see him in the Commons.


So, we were self-made entrepreneurial Quakers who moved from Scotland to the Midlands where our family became financiers, railway-builders and prosperous nineteenth- and twentieth-century silk ribbon weavers (‘Cash’s of Coventry’). We had a royal warrant and factories in America and Australia. We made name tapes for generations of school children as well as labels for Levi’s, Harris Tweed and Jermyn Street shirtmakers.


The head of our branch of the family before my father was Sir William Cash, former chairman of Abbey National and chairman of the Girls’ Public School Day Trust, who died in 1964 after attempting to stand several times as a Labour MP. The Times obituary referred to him as a ‘tall man of great presence’ who bore a ‘striking resemblance’ to the late Earl Kitchener. Sir William was described as a ‘financial genius’ (a DNA quality that I never shared), with his entire life and work dominated by ‘his deeply religious outlook’.


Alas, my father never received any significant Cash inheritance as Sir William left most of what remained of the family fortune to Balliol College, Oxford. Cash’s of Coventry, once one of the most important textile manufacturers in the country, was sold in the recession of 1976; its traditional Jacquard looms were unable to keep up with Far Eastern competition.


As I grew up at Upton Cressett, my father had to work hard as a constitutional lawyer as well as an underpaid MP (salary of £15,090) to fund the school fees. He subsidised one term’s with the sale of his Holland & Holland shotgun after he decided he ‘absolutely hated’ shooting. He was no Tory squire.


The house was decorated with portraits of worthy Cash relations and I always felt connected to my liberal heritage – up to a point. My family’s values (as leading nineteenth-century Quaker insurers and accountants) were to be prudent and community-minded. Worse, they were usually non-drinkers and non-smokers. My London–Brighton railway-building ancestor William Cash was even chairman of the National Temperance League (alas, he was to die of cholera after ordering a glass of water at a board meeting when his fellow directors ordered beer). He was reported to have converted the rakish and hard-drinking Victorian caricaturist George Cruickshank – who illustrated books for Dickens and had eleven illegitimate children with one mistress – into a fanatical teetotaller. Later, I struggled to live up to such sober standards.


In the dining room at Upton Cressett hangs a rather forbidding oil portrait of another member of our family, Samuel Lucas, whose MP son Frederick (who converted to Catholicism in 1839) in 1848 founded The Tablet magazine, the self-described ‘progressive’ Catholic weekly. His other son, Samuel, was a fervent US abolitionist and the ‘managing proprietor’ of the Morning Star, founded by his Quaker brother-in-law John Bright and Richard Cobden in 1859. This was the only national newspaper in Britain to support the Unionist cause in the American Civil War. I was brought up to identify with outsiders and underdogs.


Politically, I had no loyalties. I stood with Greene’s observation that ‘a writer must be able to cross over, to change sides at the drop of a hat. He stands for the victims and the victims change.’


Family Theatre


The 1970s was a good time to be brought up in a restore-a-wreck family. The heritage boom was just beginning. The Historic Houses Association was founded in 1973, my father an early chairman of the Heart of England region. The V&A Destruction show heightened public awareness of the pleasures to be derived from visiting the many country houses that were opening their doors for the first time.


It wasn’t long before a trip to an English country house had become the new leisure activity. As a boy and a teenager, I was dragged around the sweeping avenues, parks and gardens of our great country houses, and came gradually to see that this ‘day out’ was replacing the Victorian experience of going to the seaside.


What people now wanted, largely thanks to the car, was a twentieth-century equivalent – a resort-like estate with ice-cream, tea rooms, avenues and car parks, a famous garden, like Sissinghurst’s, or a safari park. Instead of walking along the beach at Brighton or Broadstairs, today’s tourists wander with their dogs and children up the sweeping drives of stately homes, like Blenheim and Castle Howard. The avenues and parks are today’s esplanades, beaches and piers.


Growing up at Upton Cressett, I felt we were like a small seaside theatre company that could go under at any time after a bad season. I was stagehand, luggage boy, chair carrier, guide and postcard seller. But I loved it, and leading tours not only gave me confidence and a bit of pocket money but also taught me that the story of Britain is also the story of the houses, abbeys and churches that were built, demolished and rebuilt by those for whom their houses and architectural ambitions (often ending in financial ruin) were often their most lasting legacy.


Visiting houses during the summer holidays, with Hudson’s Historic Houses & Gardens as our family Bible, taught me how our understanding of so many historical men and women – statesmen, seafaring buccaneers, soldiers, war heroes, artists, writers, industrialists, wives, mistresses and heiresses – is enlarged by seeing the houses and follies they built, or changed in their image. I learned about Sir Francis Drake bringing tobacco to England from America in 1586, for example, through visiting Buckland Abbey in Devon. I can still recall the garden spot where a bucket of water was thrown on Drake when he lit up his tobacco pipe. The servant had thought his master was on fire.
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