
VISIT TO CHASTLETON HOUSE - 23 May 1997

The RFS was privileged to visit Chastleton prior to its official 
opening to the public this September. For the last six years, the 
National Trust has been conserving the house and its contents, 
as in 1991 the house and estate were sold for the first time 
ever to the National Trust Heritage Memorial Fund and 
vested in the Trust. Chastleton tends to remain etched in one's 
memory after a visit. It is a remarkable survival and there is 
almost a magical quality about it, right from the moment one 
catches sight of the house nestling in a dip, in the North West 
comer of Oxfordshire. The house was built between 1607-1612 
by Walter Jones and remained in the family for almost 400 
years. At the time it was a very up-to-date Jacobean country 
house and fortunately for us the family never really had 
enough money to spend on changing or updating the house 
over the following centuries, with one or two notable exceptions.

Our day began at the White Hart Hotel in Moreton-in-Marsh 
with two lectures chaired by Victor Chinnery. Anthea Palmer, 
Historic Building Representative for the National Trust, intro
duced Chastleton, its owners and its history. She then detailed 
the philosophy behind the Trust's conservation project and out
lined the practical tasks that this involved. For example; removing 
all the furniture out of the house into tents with dehumidifiers, 
repairing collapsed ceilings and reinforcing panelling.

John Hart, conservator and restorer, who worked on the fur
niture and woodwork then discussed the outworking of the 
Trust's philosophy. Summed up by Martin Drury in 1991, when 
he was the Historic Buildings Representative 'Our aim is to lay 
as light a hand as possible on Chastleton to arrest 150 years of 
progressive decay with an almost imperceptible tightening of 
the reins'. John Hart's comments created some discussion 
amongst the restorers and conservators in the group.

After lunch together at the hotel, we split into smaller 
groups to tour the house. The Trust have gleaned a great deal 
of information about the furnishing and use of the rooms from 
the surviving inventory taken upon the death of Walter Jones 
in 1632. Later inventories and early 18th century account 
books also survive.

The house is rich in textiles. There are some wonderful flame 
stitch hangings dating from the 17th century and three good 
examples of Flanders tapestry panels depicting the story of 
Jacob: these are listed in the 1632 inventory. A good floral crewel
work cover is draped over an early 18th century gateleg table 
in the Great Chamber. Also noteworthy is the colourful panel 
of striped wool known as Domix, which was universally found 
in the 17th century houses, but survives hardly anywhere.

Amongst the furniture the great oak plank top table (over 20 
feet long) in the hall is recorded in the 1632 inventory. There 
are two good late 17th century Chinese lacquer cabinets flank
ing the doorway of the Great Chamber. Here too, inset into 
the wall frieze in the Italian Renaissance style, are twenty four 
painted roundels representing the twelve Old Testament 
prophets and the twelve Sibyls of Antiquity. Related contem
porary schemes exist at Hardwick and Hatfield House.

Finally, one cannot leave Chastleton without mentioning the 
Long gallery. The seventy-two foot barrel-vaulted ceiling is a 
rare survival and is quite breath-taking. The room was used 
not only to display family portraits, but also for exercise, and 
during the recent repairs some shuttlecocks and balls were 
discovered beneath the floorboards. We are greatly indebted 
to Gerry Cotton for organising this event.

Simon Green


