
Study Day at Haddon Hall 
with Victor Chinnery
2 and 3 April

Haddon welcomed us in splendid sunshine for Victor’s 
detailed study tour of his ‘all-time favourite house’. A 
luxurious profusion of chests, tables, aumbries, seating 
panelling and carvings meant that we could make useful 
comparisons between methods of construction, decoration, 
quality and social context. In addition, as Victor 
mentioned at the outset, Haddons interiors particularly 
demonstrated a wide range of surface finishes, from 
painting, staining or high polish, to the ‘dry biscuit’ effect 
of unstained and unpolished oak that seems to characterise 
much of the indigenous woodwork at Haddon.

In a house of this age - Haddon’s history goes back at least 
to the 12th century - there are the inevitable accretions, 
alterations and collections of successive inhabitants, and 
varieties of patination evident in the house are often a better 
indication of the period of acquisition than of production. 
For 200 years, during the 18th and 19th centuries, the house 
was unoccupied, and it fell to the 9th duke of Rutland to 
reinvigorate and restore Haddon in the early 20th century. 
His interest in collecting early oak and providing suitably 
antiquarian settings for it shaped the interiors we see today. 
One of his most intriguing legacies is the small museum 
where so many of the finds revealed during restoration are to 
be seen, from a cavalier soldier’s uniform, complete with 
leather thigh boots and a bandolier full of cartridges, to brass

Fig 2. A glimpse into the Banqueting Hall.

and beechwood washing 
tallies, bone dice and coins.

Having assembled in the 
Banqueting Hall, the former 
great hall of the medieval 
house, our lour took us to the 
kitchens and the chapel as 
well as the chief rooms. 
Among many interesting 
chests was a boarded example, 
dating from the 16th century, 
with Romayne heads 
scratched on the front and the 
remnants of red paint on the 

back: it was probably painted all over originally. We were 
able to study and compare several 16th century boarded 
stools; one in the Chapel was of particularly fine quality.

The kitchen and its many supporting rooms house a 
fascinating range of cupboards and tables. The massive 
butchery block standing on short legs, with a lip on one 
side for blood to run away, was particularly evocative; the 
15th century salting trough nearby was hollowed out from 
a single oak trunk. Victor speculated that the huge plank 
work surfaces were probably made from early table tops. 
We looked at a collection of aumbries, one early 16th 
century example retaining its green paint as well as 
evidence of muslin pinned against the patterned vent holes 
inside the door (to keep out flies and rodents). Some of us 
gained useful instruction here on the differences between 
sawn and riven boards, used in such furniture construction.

The huge elm trestle table in the Banqueting Hall is 
comparable with the early 16th century example at 
Penshurst. The Haddon table has ‘swastika’ feet, while the 
saw marks on the upper surface suggest that the top was 
turned over at some time in its history. In the Parlour we 
discussed the fine carvings above the panelling, 
representing the heraldry of the Vernon family and their 
16th century royal contemporaries, and concluded that 
they could be part of the later refurbishing.

Most of the day was taken up with our guided study of 
the oak furniture, but some of us were intrigued by the 
grand set of walnut chairs ranged round the walls of the 
Long Gallery. They are in the so-called Marot style of about 
1700, with elaborately carved backs, shaped seat rails and 
carefully conserved needlework coverings, and are said to 
have come from the 17th century Belvoir Castle, which . 
was demolished in 1800.

We are grateful to Lord Edward Manners, Janet 
O’Sullivan the administrator, and our guides Jo Walker and 
Mandy Coates for enabling the smooth running of these 
two excellent days.

Noel Riley

Fig 1. A 16th century 
aumbry with its original 
green painted surface.


