
Joseph Neeld and the Grittleton Estate 
 

In the Buttercross Bulletin dated November 2009, Grittleton House was mentioned in 
an article by Keith Woodman entitled 'Philip Rundell Royal Silversmith and his 
connections to North Wiltshire'. Isabel Blackburn, in this current article, tells what 
happened following his death in 1827. 

When Rundell died a considerable fortune was left to Joseph Neeld II, Philip's 
nephew. This changed not only Joseph's fortunes but also those of the Grittleton 
Estate. 

 

Joseph Neeld 

Joseph Neeld (1789-1856) was a solicitor from Bristol who, for 14 years, had looked 
after his wealthy and miserly uncle the silversmith Philip Rundell. In 1827 Neeld was 
rewarded with an inheritance of some £900,000 thus becoming one of the richest 
men in Britain at a stroke. In 1828 he bought the small manor of Grittleton, Wiltshire 
from the Houlton family. This comprised the village, a 17th century house and some 
land. He seems to have begun work shortly thereafter and certainly by 1831 when he 
married Lady Caroline Ashley-Cooper, daughter of the Earl of Shaftesbury, the 
remodelling of the house was under way. The marriage was a disaster, as she left 
him after four days, possibly because she found his illegitimate daughter installed at 
Grittleton. There was an acrimonious divorce within the year and Neeld lived a 
bachelor life thereafter with his mother in the expanding monster of a house, filling it 
with paintings and works of modern sculpture. He patronised the sculptors E.H. 



Baily, John Gibson, Sievier, Bienaimé, Gott, Wyatt, E.G. Papworth, R. Monti and 
Tadolini. There were also bronze Italian copies of antique works and paintings chiefly 
by English artists. 

Neeld enlarged the estate progressively, acquiring the villages of Alderton, Leigh 
Delamere and Sevington in the 1830s and 1840s and then set about replacing all the 
buildings, each villager having a new cottage with a pig-sty. As well as the house at 
Grittleton he built vast stables nearby from around l835, lodges and cottages in 
Grittleton and the countryside around, and new churches at Alderton and Leigh 
Delamere both with vicarages. There were also built almshouses at Leigh Delamere, 
schools at Sevington, Alderton, Hullavington and Chippenham and church 
restorations made at Grittleton and Norton. In addition, Neeld built some splendid 
estate farms, the most spectacular being West Foscote, as well as West Sevington 
and Lanhill all of them around l850. Others were built at Leigh Delamere, East 
Dunley and West Dunley and in addition to which Neeld carried out repairs to 
farmhouses at Alderton. 

Neeld was MP for Chippenham between 1830 and 1856 and during this time paid for 
the Town Hall (l833 and 1850). His architect for almost all the period was James 
Thomson (1800- 83) a Scot who worked for John Nash. Thomson published a 
collection of cottage designs in 1827, the year he was first employed by Neeld to 
build a school in Rundell's home village of Norton St Philip. Thomson also designed 
houses on the Ladbroke Estate in London, the first Regent Street Polytechnic 
(1838), 'the Royal Hotel, Tenby' and the „Russo-Greek Chapel, Welbeck St' (1863). 
However, the bulk of his work was in Wiltshire and shows an architect in the 
picturesque tradition assimilating Gothic and other styles without ever losing an 
independent streak, manifested in outsize mouldings, improbable angles and 
overloaded detail. 

The building history of the house is complicated, and the role of Neeld himself in the 
design is not clear. He seems by turns to have been autocratic in requiring the 
removal of parts already built and the victim of architects and builders over whom he 
claimed no control. One must assume that the overwhelming feature of the interior, 
the full-height galleries or tribunes for the display of sculpture, were Neeld's starting 
point in rebuilding the house, but the long drawn out process may mean that a great 
deal developed ad hoc. 



 

Grittleton House 

The story begins around 1831 when Neeld began alterations to the 17th century 
house that stood on the site of the centre/south end of the present house. By 1843 
when the Rev. Jackson of Leigh Delamere published his History of Grittleton; 
Thomson had added a block to the north and refaced the adjoining gable. This work 
already had the hallmark of the house, the round-arched windows of Italianate and 
Romanesque derivation, and the big bay windows, still visible now, though with 
altered gables. Already here the 'Vestibules' or 'Tribunes' were a feature and C.J. 
Richardson's illustrations in Jackson's book show the sculpture already in place. 
Jackson describes an octagonal inner hall with stone gallery and lantern before the 
main gallery and this now forms the left side of the great cruciform interior space. 
When this was planned is unclear; it may be that no building was done between 
1843 and 1853 when Thomson illustrated his plan for completing the house in The 
Builder (see illustration below) 

The style was called „Romanesque‟ and described as avoiding the exuberance and 
ornament of the Elizabethan or the mixture of Italian and medieval which is 
Jacobean. The published design shows a bizarre mixture of round-arched styles 
capped by improbable angle turrets like strays from a Victorian suburban villa. These 
were actually begun, as one survives, perversely reused as the bell-turret on nearby 
Norton church, and restored in 1858. 

In 1854 the story becomes very odd. From the Neeld papers in the Crown Record 
Office, what seems to have happened is that Neeld dismissed Thomson (perhaps 
the published designs were criticised) and sought the services of Henry Clutton, 
architect of a Jacobean-style house at Lacock. By mistake, however, he appointed 
another Henry Clutton, the eminent partner of Burges and Clutton, the Catholic 



Church architect. Clutton revised the skyline with Jacobean gables and redesigned 
the tower and conservatory. He also altered the detail of the great bay windows to a 
more Venetian Gothic and here fell foul of Neeld when costs rose and some of 
Thomson's tracery was removed without Neeld's permission. Clutton was dismissed 
and a lawsuit ensued, for which Neeld‟s deposition (in Wilts. Record Office) is the 
classic example of the unhappiness of the injured client. Neeld disliked Clutton's 
tower and conservatory, calling the tower too short. (It has been suggested that the 
tower was too short for semaphore, but this is not mentioned as a cause of 
complaint.) Thomson came back to finish the house, though Joseph Neeld died in 
1856 before this was done. Further puzzles are an 1863 design by one J.J.Thomson 
for the carriage porch, and a series of drawings, possibly by Henry Clutton. These 
were discovered by the Shipp family who rescued the house in the 1960s, including 
one for a monster tower. 

The interiors remain a spectacular monument to impractical planning, the rising 
ceiling heights from the low entry to the 3-storey centre are quite Wagnerian in effect 
with vistas of stone staircase, galleries and the midnight blue ceiling under the tower 
at the highest point. The ground floor interiors have hefty fireplaces but Neeld 
specifically rejected elaborate decoration, relying on his collection of pictures for 
embellishment. The library with its columns and curious bronze shafts in the 
windows is the most finished. The centre first floor room on the west front has a 
plaster Gothic ceiling with overweight pendant. 

Neeld was succeeded by his brother John, who died in 1891. John was the first 
baronet, and had six sons, all childless. In the 1930s the estate passed to the Inigo-
Jones family, descendants of Anne-Marie, the illegitimate daughter and the house 
was sold as a school circa 1966. 
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