
WHO DESIGNED CAPESTHORNE HALL?

BY A. H. GOMME, M.A., PH.D., AND S. M. GOMME, B.A.

DR AND MRS A. H. GOMME have generously agreed to 
the rather unusual procedure whereby we print their thesis 

concerning the designer of Capesthorne Hall, followed by a 
dissenting note from Mr Stanley Harris.

Normally a reply from Mr Harris would appear in a subse 
quent volume. But thesis and criticism are here printed together 
because they illustrate so clearly how much scope there may be 
for differing interpretations where evidence is circumstantial or 
where the weight which can be attached to it, for instance 
stylistic evidence, is arguable. The parties to this particular 
debate have considered their points of difference carefully and 
what remains, with evidence adduced in support, is the area in 
which they agree to disagree. The editors present the papers in 
strict neutrality and invite readers to judge for themselves.

On 19 February 1948 Mr S. A. Harris read a paper before the 
Historic Society of Lancashire and Cheshire called 'Sarah 
Clayton's Letter and John Wood of Bath'. 1 The letter referred 
to in the title, which was illustrated and also transcribed 
complete in Mr Harris's paper, was written by Miss Clayton, a 
Liverpool businesswoman, to an anonymous correspondent, 
whom Mr Harris conjecturally identified as Alderman Thomas 
Shaw. Miss Clayton was at the time of writing the letter (5 June 
1749) taking the waters at Bath; and its principal subject is the 
designing of the new Exchange or Town Hall for Liverpool, 
which John Wood the Elder was about to undertake. Miss 
Clayton is enthusiastic about the choice of architect, has deli 
vered a letter from Liverpool to him and evidently made some 
sort of oral agreement by which Wood was to send his son

1 Subsequently printed in Trans.Hist.Soc.Lancs.Ches. 100 (1948), pp. 55-72
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24 CAPESTHORNE HALL

north to supervise the work (an agreement which was subse 
quently ratified and acted upon). The letter goes on to suggest 
that Wood might also be employed in other works in Liverpool, 
including a house which Foster Cunliffe (three times Mayor of 
the city) was proposing to build; as evidence of his skill Miss 
Clayton observes that 'he planed Mr. Wards house at Capes- 
tone'.

Mr Harris rightly concluded that 'Capestone' is the modern 
Capesthorne, the large mansion standing a little to the west of 
the main Birmingham-Manchester road a few miles south of 
Alderley Edge. 2 The house was built, on a site some way from a 
previous one which has now totally disappeared, between 1719 
and about 1735, the main part being, as we shall show, built last. 
Unfortunately Mr Harris, before writing his paper, had no 
opportunity of examining the Capesthorne muniments, and 
rather too rashly concludes that 'as they were examined, how 
ever, by Ormerod and Earwaker, neither of whom found any 
references to the Hall's designer, it is unlikely that a search would 
be fruitful'. 3 Through the kindness of Sir Walter and Lady 
Bromley-Davenport we have now been able to look at some 
crucial documents kept at the house as well as some now 
deposited in the Davenport collection at the John Rylands 
Library, Manchester. These documents do not entirely clear up 
the question of the designing of Capesthorne; but they do show 
that the conclusions of Mr Harris's paper must be considerably 
modified, and in particular that his view that the chapel repre 
sents Wood's earliest executed design must now be rejected. But 
it would be fair to refer to Mr Harris's argument first.

The main support for his conclusions, in addition to Sarah 
Clayton's statement, derives from Wood's known presence at 
Bramham Park, Yorkshire, where he carried out certain garden 
works, including an aqueduct, in (according to his own approxi 
mate statement) 1724. The architect of Bramham is still not 
certainly identified: Mr Harris takes him to be Giacomo Leoni 
and states that the house was begun in 1710 and that it would be 
reasonable to suppose that work went on more or less con 
tinuously from then till 1724. In 1720 or thereabouts Leoni began 
work on Bold Hall near Warrington for Peter Bold and on 
Lyme Park, Disley for Peter Legh, both the houses being finished 
about ten years later. Mr Harris therefore concludes that while 
Wood was at work at Bramham, Leoni was still active there but

2 The modern spelling appears to have been little used in the eighteenth 
century: John Ward himself, the owner of the house, seems to have alternated 
between Capestone, Capeston and Capstone.

3 Harris, op. cit. p. 63, n. 4.
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had already contracted two big jobs elsewhere in the north, as 
well Mr Harris notes as Moor Park (Hertfordshire) and 
possibly Lathom (Lancashire, begun c!725). Moreover, John 
Ward of Capesthorne was a close personal friend of the Leghs of 
Lyme Park and their lawyer. 4 It might seem natural that Ward 
would talk much with his friends about their two big projects, 
and Mr Harris therefore proposes that Leoni, with much work 
on his hands, suggested that 'his young assistant' might take on 
the Capesthorne job, perhaps under his own supervision. Mr 
Harris concludes 'with confidence that Sarah Clayton's state 
ment is true and that in the Chapel of the Holy Trinity at 
Capesthorne we have the earliest known John Wood conception, 
planned four years before the commencement of his earliest 
Bath building and that Wood learned his craft under the 
tutelage of Giacomo Leoni'. 5

One of the obvious problems in the view that Wood designed 
Capesthorne in 1721 or 1722 is his age. At the time that Mr 
Harris wrote the only known evidence of Wood's date of birth 
was in the statement on his tomb at Swainswick and in an 
obituary notice, when he died on 23 May 1754, that he was then 
in his fiftieth year. Since this would make him at most eighteen in 
1722 (the date on the Capesthorne chapel (Fig. 2) and that when 
its registers begin), Mr Harris suggested that the obituary state 
ments were inaccurate and that Wood was in fact born about 
ten years earlier than they imply. However Mr Walter Ison has 
since discovered the baptismal entry for Wood at St James's 
Church, Bath, dated 26 August 1704, his father, George Wood, 
being a local builder and not, as had been supposed on account 
of the son's work at Bramham, a Yorkshireman. 6 It would be a 
remarkably bold gesture on the part of a landowner rebuilding

4 The correspondence of John Ward to Peter Legh, now kept at the Rylands 
Library, unfortunately tells nothing about the building of the house. The 
correspondence runs from 1714 until Ward's death in 1748, with gaps from 1718 
to 1721 and from 1728 to 1732. Most of the letters deal with legal matters and 
estate business of the Leghs; and most, until about 1740, are dated from London, 
thereafter from Capesthorne (spelt as now). There can be no doubt that the two 
men were on intimate terms: thus in a letter dated 9 Jan. 1728, signed 'your most 
affectionate friend and faithfull servant', Ward asks Legh's advice about a 
proposal which had been made for his daughter. But, despite their both being 
engaged in major building operations during much of the period covered by the 
letters, there seems to be no mention of the new work at either Lyme or 
Capesthorne. One small item of interest in this context is a mention, in a letter 
of 3 Aug. 1714, of Ward's being prevented from going to Bath by the death of 
the Queen and the recall of Parliament. It is likely, therefore, that he visited 
Bath on other occasions.

5 Op. cit. p. 69. He notes four further references which connect Wood with 
'Mr. Ward' or 'John Ward' between 1732 and 1748, though admitting that the 
identification of this Ward with the owner of Capesthorne is hypothetical. See 
op. cit. p. 71.

6 Colvin, Biographical Dictionary of English Architects, p. 688,n.
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Figure 2 
CHAPEL AT CAPESTHORNE HALL

his house to employ an untried young man of seventeen or 
eighteen even under the supervision of a practised architect. 
Furthermore it must be observed that the idea of Wood's being 
an assistant of Leoni cannot be justified on present evidence. 
Leoni's supposed authorship of Bramham is now discredited. 
Colen Campbell (Vitruvius Britannicus II, pi. 81-2 note) says 
that the house (with its gardens) was finished (not begun) in 
1710; Campbell's dates are not always quite correct, and we 
know from Wood's own statement that some garden works 
were done as late as 1724, but the house must have been finished 
by 1717 (the date of publication of Vol. II), unless Campbell 
were working from an architect's design, which is unlikely since 
he gives no architect's name. 7 Similarly Leoni is not now thought 
to have been responsible for Moor Park; but even if there were 
in 1721 several uncompleted houses being built to his designs, it 
is unlikely that he would have passed on another opportunity to

7 Unless he were for some reason disinclined to reveal it. No other house by 
Leoni is illustrated by Campbell. Leoni probably did not come to England 
before 1714: his supposed authorship of Bramham appears to be a guess of 
quite recent date.
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an assistant. Unlike many early eighteenth-century architects, 
Leoni was not a builder and 'depended for his income entirely on 
what he could make as an architect': 8 he died poor and was 
perhaps somewhat underemployed in his lifetime.

Wood's connection with Capesthorne therefore seems to us to 
depend, so far, on Miss Clayton's unsupported statement: he 
presumably began work in his father's firm before being employed 
at Bramham, after which he went to London for three years 
before returning to Bath in 1727. 9 What, however, of the evi 
dence from the documents ?

The earliest document relating to the building of any part of 
Ward's new house is dated 21 January 1719 and is a memoran 
dum of agreement (of which two copies exist) between Mr Ward 
of Capestone and William Smith of Wergs in the county of 
Stafford, for the building by Smith of 'two wings the one for 
offices and the other for stables and coachhouses'. The memoran 
dum contains a detailed specification of the work to be done, 
with clauses about the finding of scaffolding and materials and 
allowances made for timber taken from the estate, which will 
be familiar to those acquainted with such eighteenth-century 
agreements. The wings are to measure 67 feet by 38 feet, will be 
two storeys high, evidently brick built, but quoined in stone. 
Mr Smith is 'to begin forthwith upon this building and to 
cover both the said buildings on or before the first day of 
September next, and all the inside to be finished on or before the 
first day of december next'; and he is to be paid £1,150 (deduc 
ting for timber to be found by Mr Ward). The memorandum 
was signed 'Will Smith' and one copy addressed on the outside 
to 'Mr. ffletcher'. Plans of the ground floor of each wing 
survive (Figs. 3 and 4) and seem to correspond exactly with the 
specification, except that a stone staircase on the outside of the 
west end of the stable wing is not shown. The plans are roughly 
drawn, but presumably were used as the basis for an agreement 
and perhaps as outline working drawings, unless they were 
drawn later for some other purpose: no elevations have been 
discovered. 10

William Smith and his younger and more famous brother 
Francis had a very extensive practice as both architects and 
builders, extending into at least ten counties throughout the 
Midlands, but this is the first documentary evidence which has 
so far turned up of their having worked in Cheshire. The absence

8 Colvin, op. cit. p. 362. 9 Ibid. p. 689.
10 These plans are almost certainly in the same hand as those for the stable 

block at Stanford Hall, Northants, built to Francis Smith's design in 1737: the 
hand is therefore presumably his.
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30 CAPESTHORNE HALL

in the specification of any reference to an architect, and Smith's 
well-established competence makes it pretty clear that he himself 
did the design for the wings.

Since, as we shall show later, the main part of the new house 
was not begun for another twelve years, it is to be supposed that 
Ward continued living in the old house; 11 yet 'Mr. Smith [is] to 
take down the old hall house (but not the stable or other out 
buildings) and to have all the brick, stone, timber, boards, and 
lead, that can be used in the new building'. Evidently a second 
house (presumably with a large central hall in the medieval way) 
stood nearby. Ward must have gone on living on the estate, for 
otherwise the building of the new wings and (immediately after 
wards) the chapel, which was used at once, could not be 
explained. The wings, like the rest of the house, were encased in 
the great enlargement carried out by Edward Blore for Edward 
Davies Davenport between 1838 and 1843. Unlike the rest of 
the house, they were not destroyed in the fire of 1861, and they 
seem not to have been altered in the subsequent rebuilding by 
Salvin. Their seven-bay fronts are now decorated with Jacobean 
details (see Fig. 5), and the return ranges have been greatly 
lengthened; but the original backs of the two wings can be 
easily recognised in the small courtyards at either end of the 
house.

Next in chronological order comes 'An estymate for building a 
chapel for Mr. Ward at Capistone', dated 6 February 1720. The 
work is to cost £527; among its more unusual features are that 
prices are given individually for quoins (2s. each including 
carriage and workmanship) and that the bricks are measured in 
roods. The estimate is unsigned, but it is conceivably in William 
Smith's hand (otherwise only known from his signature). There 
is no reason to doubt that he was in charge of the building, for 
the Smiths continued to be employed at Capesthorne for a 
number of years and evidently gave satisfaction. Moreover a 
plan for the chapel exists (Fig. 6), evidently in the same rough 
hand as those for the wings. It coincides with the chapel as built 
rather less closely than in the case of the wings; but the sub 
stantial alterations carried out in 1887 have obscured our 
knowledge of the building's original state. The principal 
differences between building and plan seem (to judge from a 
pre-restoration photograph and evidence of the present struc 
ture) to have been in the east end, where the chapel originally

11 The apparent oddity of building wings or offices first can be paralleled 
elsewhere for example at Radburne and Melbourne and most spectacularly 
at Clifton Campville where the centre of the house was in the end never built. 
The first two certainly and the third probably are the work of the Smith family.
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Figure 5
NORTH WING OF CAPESTHORNE HALL

The eighteenth century building is still clearly visible beneath the later altera 
tions.

had two long and one circular windows (only one on the plan) 
and at the principal entrance, which, according to the plan, was 
to be in the middle of each long side but has been moved one bay 
to the west in the chapel as built; the pulpit is also differently 
placed. These differences, and others which may be concealed by 
the restoration, are possibly an indication that the plan was 
rejected in favour of another somewhat similar one. (It lacks a 
scale, but is evidently drawn larger than the wings, so that we 
cannot even tell if it shows a building of the same size as the 
present one, though the proportions are about right.) Allowing 
for later alterations, the exterior of the chapel may be described 
as a miniature version of the church (Fig. 7) which Smith built at 
Newcastle-under-Lyme in 1720-21. Both general appearance 
and stylistic detail are very close; and though such details are 
unreliable in the absence of supporting documentary evidence, 
the coincidence of the two in this case really establishes Smith's 
authorship. 12

12 The church at Newcastle was replaced in 1873 by one by Scott. But it was 
closely similar to the still-surviving St Modwen's, Burton-upon-Trent, finished 
by Francis Smith after William's death. Unlike Capesthorne and Newcastle, 
however, Burton is built of stone.
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JOHN RYI.ANUS LIBRARY

Figure 6
PLAN OF CHAPEL AT CAPESTHORNE

The original design, probably in the hand of Francis Smith. By courtesy of 
Sir Walter and Lady Bromley-Davenport.

One or two accounts of payments for building work at Capes- 
thorne have survived for the next ten years or so. They are for 
fairly small amounts altogether and do not closely specify work 
done On 11 September 1723 it is stated that the 'Ballance due to 
Mr Smith was £40 10s. Od. Two years later (9 July 1725) comes 
a bill, totalling £91 7s. 8d, for miscellaneous work done 
written out and signed by John Allin and certified by John 
Brookes. On the reverse this same amount is stated to be due to 
ffletcher (except that £2 9s. Od. is to be 'deducted for ye plaster 
ing in Mr. Smith's agreement'). The bill was receipted by Richard 
F etcher, on 2 October 1725. Later the same year (20 November) 
Fletcher was paid £14 15s. 6d. Tor work with Mr. Smith'; in 
April 1728 Allin 'attended Mr. Smith 2 days', was at Capes- 
thorne for 45 days m June and July as a carpenter and again for 
29 days m June 1729. He must have been the foreman carpenter 
but Fletcher was clearly his superior and was presumably Smith's 
overseer; Brookes was perhaps Ward's agent. By this time 'Mr 
bmith must have been Francis, for William had died in 1724V 
but though sporadic building work apparently went on through
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Figure 7
ST GILES'S CHURCH

At Newcastle-under-Lyme, c!840, after a drawing by R. H. Buckler in the
Newcastle Museum. Compare with Figure 2 and note the similarity in detailed

treatment of windows.

the decade with Smith or his foreman in charge, there is no sign 
of anything on a large scale until 1732

This is when we come to an 'Estimate for building ye carcase 
of a house for John Ward Esq. at Capestone in Cheshire 
according to the last Desighn'. It is dated 17 February 1731/2 
and contains a fairly detailed specification referring to a house of 
two storeys and attic standing on a basement. Plans and eleva 
tions must have accompanied the estimate or more likely have 
been supplied beforehand (the specification refers more than 
once to 'the draft'). Consequently, though many details are 
specified, the general shape of the house is by no means clear 
from the document alone. The house was to be of brick with 
stone dressings including the whole basement storey on front 
and two ends, front and back doorcases, architraves and sills 
for the front windows, keystones all round, a Doric cornice 
('according to the moulds') with plain fascia under it, coping of 
pediments and parapets and capping of the chimney heads. A 
'fascia course round the house' is, we take it, a raised string 
course, but it is not clear whether it is of brick or stone. There 
are to be eight 'quineings of stone on the corners'. The total cost
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of the work is to be £507 16s. Od. This (like other of Smith's 
estimates) excludes all materials and scaffolding (the latter of 
which 'Master [is] to find'); moreover 'no stone steps up to the 
house nor the colonnade betwixt the house and offices, nor any 
tiling or slating is comprised in this estimate'. Tiling is estimated 
for separately (£56), and there follows a 'near guess at the 
matterials required', which totals £1,163 16s. 8d. At the end of 
the estimate is a Memorandum, dated 1 March 1731/2: 'This 
Undertaking and Estimate was then agreed upon': it is signed 
'John Ward' and 'ffran Smith', and witnessed by 'Richard 
Cartwright' (presumably one of Ward's men) and 'Will Smith', 
i.e. William Smith the younger, Francis's son. (It is possible that 
the estimate is in the hand of William Smith, who might well 
have acted as his father's clerk in preparing a fair copy of an 
important document. His signature is identical with that on 
recently identified drawings by him for Catton Hall, Derbyshire, 
which he designed in 1741).

Francis Smith therefore was the contractor for the building of 
the main part of the house as his brother had been for the wings 
and chapel. 13 Building went on fast, for by the end of 1732 more 
than ten tons of lead had been delivered for Mr Smith's and 
Mr Ward's use at Capesthorne, evidently from a Derbyshire 
mine, together with sash weights, cistern heads and piping. 14 As 
we have remarked, it seems likely that William Smith designed 
as well as built the wings (it is clear from the much later estimate 
for the house that a final design was not settled as early as 1719); 
the evidence for the chapel is incomplete, and for the house even 
more so, for there is tantalizingly little to tell us what precisely it 
looked like before Blore went to work.

A very small eighteenth-century sketch (Fig. 8) shows a rather 
tall house, seven bays wide, with pediment and hipped roof. 
(The right-hand wing is also shown but the other is missing.) 
The three centre bays under the pediment break forward 
slightly, and there is a wide string course below the first-floor 
windows. No parapet or keystones appear, but the drawing is in 
any case so spare of detail that only the general shape is clear. 
When Blore transformed the main front of the house he left the 
back much as it was (there is evidence however of at least

13 When Ormerod and Earwaker were working on their books, the architec 
tural practice of the Smiths was quite unknown. It is not surprising that they 
found no evidence of the architect when faced with nothing better than the 
totally uninformative Will and ffran Smith.

14 This information comes from a note by A. H. Arkle in The Cheshire Sheaf, 
18 July 1906, p. 61, item no. 1089. Arkle found an account for lead work for 
Jno: Ward Esq. in a pocket book shown to him in Castleton, which was famous 
for its lead mines in the eighteenth century. All the other items in the book were 
'connected with Derbyshire and its neighbourhood.'
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Figure 8 
CAPESTHORNE HALL, c!740

The drawing shows only one wing and is unreliable for detail. By courtesy of 
Sir Walter and Lady Bromley-Davenport.

internal alterations in the late eighteenth century). Among a 
group of his exquisite water-colours preserved in the house is 
one showing the west elevation in 1843. Below Blore's spikes 
and turrets the early eighteenth-century house can clearly be 
seen a seven bay and three-storey brick house with pilaster 
strips (of equal-sized quoins) at the corners and on either side of 
the three central bays, which break back slightly. There is no 
pediment, but a balustrade with urns. There seems to be no 
string course either; but the windows all apparently have 
architrave surrounds, and the ground-floor ones have alterna 
ting pediments. But of course the details may have been sub 
stantially amended by Blore, even though he left the main shape 
intact. A noteworthy feature is the great height of the windows 
on the chamber floor, contradicting the eighteenth-century 
sketch. Blore's drawing of the east front, is less useful for the 
house was totally transformed on this side. But the old seven-bay 
centre can be made out, even though all its details are unrecog 
nizable. 15

The only other piece of evidence that we have so far found 
must be treated very cautiously indeed. Among the Ward papers 
in the Davenport muniments now in the Rylands Library are 
three elevational drawings, signed 'Cs. Mardell In. et De.', but 
undated. The drawings are accomplished and stylish pieces of 
work, and presumably we may believe that Mardell, whoever he 
was, is not stealing another man's work in claiming to have

15 For a slightly different interpretation of some of this evidence see Appen 
dix.
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invented as well as drawn them. Two show alternative eleva 
tions for a seven-bay three-storey house of the kind that Capes- 
thorne must have been; the third is a five-bay end elevation 
corresponding to one of the others. The two main drawings are 
very similar: in each case a large tetrastyle Ionic portico stands a 
little way in front of the three central bays which appear to be 
slightly recessed; its pediment, which is shown sculpted with a 
cartouche and swags of drapery, stands in front of the attic 
storey, for the columns of the portico are only two storeys high. 
The cornice of the portico is continued across the whole eleva 
tion. The tops of pilaster strips can be seen separating the three 
centre bays from the rest. The more elaborate of the drawings 
shows windows with architrave surrounds, alternating quoins at 
the corners, a string course between the first and second-floor 
windows and a pitched roof extending to the (evidently pedi- 
mented) gables. The simpler version (Fig. 9), otherwise identical, 
has no window features except sills, pilaster strips at the corners, 
a hipped roof and no string course. Both designs appear at first 
competent, somewhat conservative, Palladian exercises in the 
manner of, say, Carr of York (the portico compares, for example 
quite closely in proportion to that of Constable Burton, though 
Mardell's is more lavish). On closer inspection however, there is 
seen to be a distinct stylistic discrepancy between the portico and 
the rest of the facade, a discrepancy more marked in the more 
restrained of the two designs. It is tempting to suggest therefore 
that the portico is a proposed addition to an already existing 
fagade, which in the simpler design was not to be altered much, 
beyond the addition of portico and cornice, but in the more 
elaborate one was to be given a richer treatment and so brought 
more into line with the grand new feature which would dominate 
it. If this guess were right the explanation for the drawings being 
among Ward's papers might be that the elevation behind the 
portico and cornice in the simpler design is that of Capesthorne. 
Though the window proportions are quite different, this eleva 
tion does correspond tolerably closely to the facade in Blore's 
drawing of the west front (the windows are closer to the 
eighteenth-century sketch than to the nineteenth-century draw 
ing). It is possible that, at some time between the completion of 
the house in say 1735 or so and his death in 1748, Ward thought of 
making Capesthorne rather more fashionable, and that Mardell's 
drawings are the result, though there is no reason to suppose that 
these or any other similar proposals were ever carried out. Hence 
it is just possible that the drawings or one of them give us a 
reasonably close idea of what Capesthorne was like on its 
garden front between the 1730s and 1830s.
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Unfortunately for this pleasing idea there are aspects of 
Mardell's drawings which make it unlikely. The drawings 
contain conflicting elements not easily resoluble, and the 
evidence of what was intended is therefore uncertain. But though 
the centre bays on the main floors seem to be shown recessed, 
the attic appears to be continued in the same plane across the 
whole facade. This would mean, on the supposition of an altera 
tion and not a new design, that the attic was in the centre 
actually brought forward above the portico, which would be a 
strange thing to make a point of doing. Again, the more ela 
borate drawing shows a new position for the outer chimneys, 
which would involve fairly drastic remodelling of existing 
internal arrangements. So it seems likely that, if Mardell's 
drawings have anything to do with Capesthorne, they represent a 
design rejected in favour of the one built by Smith, and that 
Mardell, whoever he was, had not entirely mastered a new or 
newish style.

Is it now possible to come to any conclusions about the 
authorship of the house? The evidence is that the house that 
Francis Smith began building in 1732 was rather plain and a bit 
old-fashioned for its date, though this would have been noticed 
less in Cheshire than in the south. If Wood's name had never 
cropped up, we think we should have little hesitation in con 
cluding from the rest of the material to hand that it was designed 
by Francis Smith. Though both the elder Smiths built to the 
designs of other architects and William the younger did the 
same after his father's death, most of the houses known to have 
been built by Francis were also designed by him (the main 
exceptions are Heythrop by Archer and Ditchley by Gibbs 16). 
The evidence is obviously inconclusive. On the other hand the 
house, so far as we can reconstruct its appearance, seems 
definitely to have been of a familiar Smith type: it may well have 
been quite like Meriden Hall, designed by Smith in 1724. The 
entrance front of Meriden is notably like that indicated in the 
old sketch of Capesthorne, though Meriden is of stone and has 
no visible basement a tall, rather stern seven-bay house, with 
the three centre bays projecting under a plain pediment. The 
'eight quineings' show that Capesthorne must have had either a 
projecting or recessed centrepiece on each main fagade, to 
provide for eight external angles. Again none of the estimates 
and memoranda so far discovered for Capesthorne make any

16 He may have built Kelmarsh and Patshull (also by Gibbs); he did build 
Wimbledon, but it is not at present clear whether this was to Roger Morris's 
design or not. Three churches can be added to the list St Mary's Warwick 
(Wilson), St Philip's Birmingham (Archer), and All Saints' Derby (Gibbs).
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mention of any architect or suggest that the work is to be done 
according to a draft prepared by someone else. This too is 
inconclusive, though specifications by builders working to 
another architect's plans do frequently refer to this fact. 
Evidently there were more than one design for the house at 
Capesthorne, for the surviving estimate is 'according to the last 
Desighn'. But nothing more than 'the draft' is referred to in the 
specification: we are inclined to think that if this had been 
prepared by another architect, there would be likely to be a 
specific reference to Mr Wood's or Mr Jones's draft.

Yet there remains the categorical statement in Sarah Clayton's 
letter. The letter as a whole does not suggest that she was very 
closely informed about architectural matters. But she had met 
Wood, and it is clear that someone told her he had planned 
Ward's house: she cannot have invented it. Mr Harris thinks 
that her informant must have been Wood himself; and this 
seems plausible, for he might well when making arrangements 
about new work in Liverpool have mentioned something fairly 
nearby as a recommendation. He was not notably self-effacing, as 
his published writings show. It is of course possible that Miss 
Clayton had picked up the piece of information elsewhere in 
Bath and may have incompletely understood it. And it is possible 
that even if Wood had planned a house for Ward provided him 
with drawings, that is this house was not built. Assuming the 
'last Desighn' to have been made in 1730 or 1731, we should 
hardly expect Wood to have provided then the kind of house 
that Capesthorne seems to have been some years after the 
design of Queen Square. So he may have done some designs 
before 1730 which for some reason were rejected.

But another alternative is worth putting forward very tenta 
tively. In 1734 Wood designed a new wing for Francis Yerbury's 
house, Belcombe Court at Bradford-on-Avon. Its south front 
has, in Wood's own words, 'the best tetrastyle frontispiece in 
square pillars (of the Ionic order) yet executed in or about Bath'. 
As the reference to 'square pillars' implies, this frontispiece is 
not a true portico; the pillars are in fact what we call pilasters, 
and the pediment is therefore set back against the wall of the 
house, making the gable end. This said, the details of the 
mouldings on Mardell's portico reproduce those at Belcombe 
exactly. The question arises therefore whether this mysterious 
Mardell may not, despite his claims to have invented the eleva 
tions, have been transporting a Wood design from Bath to 
Capesthorne. Wood was not prepared to leave Bath in 1749, 
even for so important a commission as the new town hall at 
Liverpool. Is it therefore possible that he designed a new front
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for Capesthorne, or perhaps even simply a new portico, and that 
Mardell was left with the job of adapting the existing house to fit 
it? 17

But this is the wildest of guesses. On the evidence we have so 
far, we think that it is rather more likely that Smith designed the 
house than that Wood did, though we are aware of the large 
problem this leaves unexplained. One thing however we regard 
as certain. Whether or not Wood designed the house that was 
built from 1732 onwards or some other house, he cannot have 
designed the chapel. When the estimate was prepared he was 
only fifteen, and however precocious he may have been would 
not at that early age have been entrusted with such a job. More 
over, the evident lack of any work on the main house for about 
eight years after the completion of the chapel removes any 
ground for connecting Wood with the chapel, for that connection 
depends on the assumption (now known to be false) that the 
house was begun as soon as the chapel was finished. The house, 
whoever it is by, represented something of a fresh start after a 
long wait, during which Ward could well have had second or 
third thoughts about his architect. The chapel, we can be 
certain, was built by William Smith, and the stylistic evidence 
confirms that it was designed by him too.

17 If (the evidence is not conclusive) the Ward who had Bath contacts after 
1732 was Ward of Capesthorne, the idea of his improving the house might have 
been sequel rather than forerunner of meetings between the two men in Bath.



APPENDIX

A further examination of the surviving eighteenth-century parts of the house 
and of the documents has led us to put a slightly different emphasis on the 
evidence they present. As it now stands, the south front of the north (office) 
wing is asymmetrical: to the left of the centre the three upper windows have 
pediments one triangular, one segments!, one triangular; those to the right 
have flat brick arches but clear marks of pediments having been removed. 
Similarly the left-hand ground-floor windows have straight moulded lintels 
which are absent on the right. On the inner sections of the return ranges of the 
two wings (i.e. the eighteenth-century parts of these) similar discrepancies occur, 
with architrave surrounds on the south and signs of removal of pediments on the 
north.

Blore's 1843 drawing of the whole east front shows triangular pediments 
above almost all the windows of the wings with no segmental ones anywhere; 
the windows themselves have all become of Jacobean cross-type. This wholesale 
Jacobeanising was evidently not carried out, for the bulk of the windows still 
have sashes, and the pediments and architraves that remain seem plainly of the 
eighteenth century, and fairly early at that. (The dramatic engraving of the 
burning of the house, which shows triangular pediments everywhere cannot have 
been done on the spot; and a close inspection demonstrates that it is in fact a 
clever adaption of Blore's drawing. A more careful picture of the state of the 
house just after the fire indicates that the pediments and lintels on the courtyard 
ranges of the two wings were still all there at this time; so their partial removal is 
not connected with Blore's Jacobean alterations.) On the garden front Blore, as 
has been noted, was more conservative: the pediments he shows there (above sash 
windows) were doubtless very like those surviving on the wings and were there 
fore simply suffered to remain from the old building.

There is however good evidence to suggest that the pediments were added to 
both house and wings at some date between the completion of the house in the 
1730s and Blore's reconstruction. The contract for the building of the wings has 
nothing about any decoration to the windows, though it does mention stone 
quoining and cornice and other fairly small details. Besides, such advanced 
Palladian devices as alternating pediments would have been very unusual on 
office or stable wings of a remote provincial house as early as 1719. But nor are 
pediments mentioned in the considerably later agreement for the building of the 
house itself. On the contrary there are to be keystones for all the windows round 
the building. So the design (the 'last desighn') which Ward accepted and Francis 
Smith built was without pediments and had the by then somewhat old-fashioned 
feature of keyblocks. We cannot discover Wood to have used keyblocks on any 
authenticated design, and they were common enough in houses by other builders 
at Bath until the mid 1730s to suggest that he made something of a point of 
avoiding them. The pediments at Capesthorne were therefore either added to 
the design at a late stage in the building (when perhaps Ward had seen some 
thing similar at Bath or elsewhere); or they represent an alteration of a later 
period altogether. We have already observed that there is evidence of internal
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alterations towards the end of the eighteenth century, at which time new sashes 
may also have been inserted, for the present astragals are much too slender for 
the early eighteenth century. Perhaps the pediments were added then, though 
by this time they too would have seemed somewhat atavistic. (Chambers and 
Adams, for example, use triangular pediments from time to time, but the 
alternating triangular and segmental ones no longer appear.) It seems to us, 
therefore, that the pediments offer very little evidence to support any attribution 
of the originally executed design, though the presence of keystones in the 'last 
desighn' may have some small negative force.


