
THE FUTURE OF THE COUNTRY HOUSE, - 22-24 NOVEMBER 1993 
A Seminar at the Institute of Advanced Architectural Studies, York University. 
Paper given on Highnam Court, Gloucestershire. by Tom Fenton under the heading, 
"Country House Owners tell their story". 

This section of the Seminar is entitled "Country House Owners" so I don't fit the bill, I am an 
interloper. However as you have heard the very encouraging Eastnor Castle success story, I 
offer a glimpse of the other side of the coin, from a 'has-been' Country House Owner! 

My great grandfather Thomas Gambier Parry was born in 1816 and as an orphan by his 5th 
birthday, he was brought up by his Gambier cousins and educated at Eton and Trinity 
College Cambridge. As both the Parry's and the Gambier's were Directors of the East India 
Company in the late 18th century, on his 21st birthday Thomas inherited two considerable 
fortunes. Having no family home of his own, he bought the Highnam Court Estate in 1838 
with its six farms, 1800 acres of Gloucestershire countryside, a water grist mill, 250 acres of 
woodland, a wharf with fishing rights on the River Severn, numerous cottages, and all 
centred on a very fine red brick mansion built on the novel 'double pile' layout plan. The 
previous house was burnt down during the Siege of Gloucester, so the present mansion was 
built about 1650 in the unsettled days of the Commonwealth following the English Civil War. 
The main form of the house is still largely intact and includes fine plasterwork of 1760. 
Being built of brick rather than the native Cotswold stone, it is thought to have been 
designed by a London architect, possibly Edward Carpenter. Soon after his arrival, Gambier 
Parry demolished a kitchen wing to the west and employed Lewis Vulliamy in 1855 to build 
a nursery and office wing. In 1869 to the east of the house was built a billiard room by 
Brandon and Gambier Parry brought back marble from Italy for the fire places in the 
principal rooms. 

Turning his attention to the gardens, he was able to demonstrate his knowledge of 
landscapes and arboriculture by conceiving a water or winter garden in 9 acres to the 
south-west of the house. He employed James Pulham between 1849 and 1862 to create 
artificial rock formations avenues and grottoes using Pulham's patented technique of 
covering brick and clinker with Portland cement. The result when covered in moss and fems 
is admirable and Highnam is one of the earliest examples of Pulham's work surviving in this 
country . Around the house and garden Gambier Parry created a fine Victorian park and a 
Pinetum, featuring many rare trees and pines which he either brought back from abroad 
himself, or traded seeds and seedlings with R S Holford, his friend and neighbour of 
Westonbirt and also with his brother-in-law William Baker ofBayfordbury. 

Within the village of Highnam, he built many decorative cottages and lodges and, in memory 
of his wife Isabella who had died of tuberculosis in 1848, built in 1851, with the architect 
Henry Woodyer, an impressive early gothic revival church, a highly important monument to 
the Oxford Movement inside which in 1858, Gambier Parry demonstrated his Spirit Fresco 
Technique for wall painting in the damp English climate. The effect of massed wall colour 
and stained glass gives a special feel to the interior. Supporting the church and of the same 
date a school room, parsonage house and sacristans' lodge complete a fine ensemble. 

During numerous travels to the Continent ( during which he completed many water colours 
which have recently been on public display), Gambier Parry formed a highly important early 
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Italian art collection which covered the walls at Highnam, a collection that in its own right 
placed Highnam Court among the most celebrated country houses of the Victorian period . 
This collection is now at the Courtauld Institute Galleries in London. 

Between 1838 and 1870 the Highnam Colu rt Estate had only seen expansion and 
improvement and with his second wife Ethelinda and eight children, Gambier Parry could 
have reasonably expected to enter his last years in relaxed comfort . However , times were 
changing for country estates both socially and in agricultural returns . By 1879 com prices 
were steadily falling due to American imports and between 1883 and 1903 the rent returns at 
Highnam had fallen by 50% resulting in hundreds of arable acres being laid down to 
permanent grass . Some contraction of the garden and estate staff ( and of the staggering 
range of hot houses supplying the house with exotic fruits) had already begun before 
Thomas's death in 1888, after which his eldest son Sir Hubert Parry the composer inherited 
the house . Due to his considerable musical commitments in London at The Royal College of 
Music he left the management to an agent , who reported in 1915 that ferocious gales had 
blown down one hundred of the best elms and much was lost in the pinetum . On top of this 
the War Office demanded the felling of trees for rifle butts and by 1917 when orders were 
received for further felling, Hubert recorded in his diaries that "the place looks bald already" . 

After Hubert's death in 1918 without male heir, his younger brother Ernest took over 
control , manfully 'holding the fort' through the hard times of the 1930's. With the aim of 
avoiding further contractions through more liability for death duties, he entailed the estate to 
his elder son retaining a life interest for himself, so that on his death, ownership should 
already be the son's. Alas the scheme failed miserably as the son died before his father in 
February 1935 triggering unanticipated tax, followed by Ernest's own death fourteen months 
later creating yet another crippling demand. 

In 1936 Ernest's younger son Mark , a bachelor , found himself not only the unexpected 
owner of the house and estate but also needing to pay these double death duties . Sales to 
raise cash included The Dog Inn at Over and outlying farmland and, with war in the offing 
again, the felling of yet more timber became a national necessity . The Second World War 
brought Mark from Oxford to the comparative safety of the countryside where he totally fell 
in love with the house and collection, to the exclusion of the estate's management and 
finances. Mark loved the house and collection in a besotted way, turning a blind eye to 
mundane routine maintenance even when it was pointed out to him. 

Realising that he was now the custodian of a nationally important Italian art collection, Mark 
was eager that it should remain as a collection and as closely intact as possible . Firstly he 
offered the house and collection to the city of Gloucester. When this was declined and soon 
after the war, he wrote to Samuel Courtauld offering Highnam Court , Park and collection to 
the University of London. For practical reasons the University found it impossible to accept 
the offer of the house and park, and with a remarkable devotion to his central idea, Mark 
offered to bequeath the collection alone. So it was that on his death in August 1966 the 
collection left Highnam under heavy guard for London , leaving the walls of the house 
strangely bare . 

Unfortunately Mark Gambier-Parry was not a business man. Firstly, in the last two years of 
his life he gave to one unrelated family five 99-year leases at rents ranging from £150 a year 
to five pence a year on two cottages , the stable block, the estate manager's house and even a 
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wing of the main house and, secondly, he found it hard to decide which of his indirect 
relations should inherit after him. In an effort to avoid yet further death duties, during his 
lifetime he passed the five farms on the estate to his first cousin William Cripps, my uncle . 
When in the early 1960's he changed his will in favour of me, there remained on his death 
only the remnants of a once viable estate . 

On 6 August 1966 when just a week past my eighteenth birthday, I had little knowledge of 
what I had inherited . I dutifully moved into the mansion taking on one housekeeper and two 
gardeners . As majority was not reached until one's 21st birthday, I was in the hands of 
professional trustees who, it seemed, only wished to complete their responsibilities without 
doing anything that they could be blamed for later. Safety at all costs appeared to be their 
motto! 

The financial situation was desperate . Probate figures showed liquid assets other than 
property and works of art, (in other words the part available with which to pay estate duty,) 
at £78,000 while the amount that had to be found in cash was over £100,000. To establish 
the total value of the estate and thus the percentage rate at which estate duty tax was to be 
charged , the tax office included the value of the art collection now given to the Courtauld 
Institute . The result was tax at 55%. 

So; what had I inherited with which to sustain a 100 room mansion and 9 acres of gardens? 
The house itself was in a very poorly maintained state which in practical terms meant 
numerous assorted buckets and hip baths sitting in the corridors to catch rain water , 
The 9 acres of garden where the gardener had had strict instructions never to cut or 
prune any plant or tree , 
A 50 acre park and 250 acres of woodland in both of which very few trees had been 
cared for or replaced since the felling in the Second World War, 
House furnishings of considerable importance even though the walls were nearly bare 
after my ancestor's art collection had gone to The Courtauld Institute , 
19 cottages nearly all needing new roofs and sanitation but with tenants paying about 50p 
a week under controlled tenancies where the rents could be marginally increased only with 
difficulty. 

The last remaining woodlands and some of the house furnishings were sold to pay death 
duties and for urgent repairs for dry and wet rot in the house , and when I was finally free of 
trustees on my 21st birthday, I felt I was struggling against enormous odds for what 
purpose? - to maintain the family home that was now bereft of its nationally important 
asset , the art collection. 

After considering schemes for flat conversion and office-with-banqueting facilities in the 
main rooms, in October 1977 I shook off the heavy yoke by selling the house and gardens to 
a local musician Roger Smith who wished to form an arts and music centre . He took 
advantage of the services of the Manpower Services Commission for unskilled supervised 
labour to repair the house . Unfortunately , this was short-sighted like many of his cost saving 
exercises because by having many potentially unruly characters on site resulted in amongst 
other problems, broken period glass windows and stolen garden vases . 

The arts and music centre ran into financial difficulties almost from the start and in 1986 Mr 
Smith conceived an amazingly ambitious scheme, to renovate the house and garden and also 
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create a 600 seat opera theatre in the grounds . To fund this he applied for planning 
permission to build a 300 unit village for retired musicians in the parkland on land which was 
in fact still owned by me. For the renovation of the Grade 1 house he was conditionally 
offered financial support by English Heritage , but they were much discouraged and frustrated 
by lack of information and photographic back-up to be submitted by Mr Smith. Not put off 
by massive local opposition , he pursued the application until finally refused at a Public 
Inquiry in July 1988. 

Next , in 1991 came his II Arts Houses Hotel II scheme, with another opera house incorporating 
audio-visual recording studios , corporate hospitality suites, 18-hole golf course and a polo 
ground . When the funding for this was not forthcoming and Mr Smith's own finances were 
in a serious state , he was forced to consider losing some personal control of the house's 
management. In 1991 while still hoping to be involved in a proposed Zen Buddhist study 
centre , Roger Smith suddenly died and, shortly afterwards with the house in a seriously 
neglected state, the Nationwide Building Society took control putting Highnam Court and 
32 acres on the market for only the third time in recorded history , at an asking price of 
£900 ,000 . 

The house remained empty and unmaintained for three years , the gardens and the James 
Pulham water-gardens becoming completely overgrown until eventually in 1994 a sale was 
completed to a local businessman Mr Roger Head , who loves the place and spends every 
moment he has working there . In 18 months he has cleared all undergrowth from the 
gardens and reseeded the lawns prior to replanting in 1995/96, renovated the house in which 
he now lives, and demolished the Victorian west wing to return the building almost to the 
original 17th century proportions . I also have been able to carry out tree surgery and some 
replanting in the parkland with the help of grants from Task Force Trees . 

With the benefit of hindsight I have a few opinions on the joys and sorrows of my few years 
as a 'Country House Owner' . . 

Firstly that Mark Gambier-Parry's lack of interest in property management and his 
desire to keep his grandfather's important art collection together by giving it to the Courtauld 
Institute, made Highnam Court too unattractive an ensemble for opening to the public, 

secondly that in 1966 the payment of 5 5% estate duty was an appallingly harsh 
charge on any country estate , which had to be found in cash whether this meant selling 
works of art or more land thus making the whole less viable, and 

thirdly, as I was an enthusiastic owner and servant to the house and contents , the 
perfect solution might have been to keep the art collection on the walls where first intended 
and for me to be the 'Curator' of a house and art gallery available to the public outside 
London . This ideal situation of course could only have happened with considerable tax 
allowances and government support . 

Ernest Gambier-Parry's words of 1902 now seem strangely prophetic ;- "to let an estate go is 
to prepare a burden for future y ears almost too heavy to be borne" . 

T.J.F . 22/11/1993 
updated , 1.7.95 
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