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The 14th Joint Annual Civic Society lecture (in conjunction with the Friends of St 
Andrew’s) was held in St Andrew’s Church, Chippenham, 21 June 2016 by kind 
permission of the Vicar, the Rev. Rod Key, and in the presence of the Mayor of 
Chippenham , Cllr Terry Gibson , and Mrs Gibson. Lord Lansdowne was introduced by  
Mike Stone, Chair of the Civic Society.  
 

Bowood Park was once part of the 
Royal Forest of Chippenham. 
Today, it is part of the Historic 
Houses Association (the HHA), 
which markets itself separately, 
outside the National Trust and 
English Heritage. Lord Lansdowne 
said that he regarded himself as 
the custodian of Bowood, not just 
the owner. He had been in this role 
since 1972, when his father, the 8th 

Marquess, born in 1912, retired to 
Perthshire when he turned 60. 
During the 44 years since, there 
have been many challenges and 
anxieties, as well as pleasures, and 
the purpose of this talk was to 
outline some of these, offering a 
picture of the development of the 
Bowood Estate over the decades 
since the Second World War.  

 
Lord Lansdowne showed a map of the Bowood Estate as it was in 1900. At that time, it 
consisted of 12,000 acres, including most of the town of Calne. Today, in 2016, the 
estate’s acreage has fallen to 4,000, mostly agriculture, let for farming. An 1851 
watercolour by George Kennedy of Bowood House and Terraces showed clearly how 
the Big House, begun in 1725 for the Bridgeman family, dominated everything. It had 
been completed in the 1750s by the first Earl of Shelburne, the new owner from 1754. 
The architect was Henry Keene (1726-1776) who added an impressive portico on the 
south front as well as a service suite behind the house. There had been a smaller 
structure, known as the Little House, separate from the Big House, but these were 
joined together by a large drawing room in the 1760s, designed by Robert Adam (1728-
1792) the leading interior designer of his day, and architect of such outstanding buildings 
as the South Front at Kedleston Hall in Derbyshire, based on the Arch of Constantine in 
Rome. At Bowood, Robert Adam and his brother also designed the fine Orangery wing, 
known as the Diocletian Orangery, as a way of screening the service courtyards. This 
Orangery has served in its time as a conservatory, then as a First World War military 
hospital, and during the 1939-45 war as schoolrooms. This same Orangery is now an 

Lord Lansdowne giving his talk at the Joint Annual Civic 
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impressive Art Gallery, for the display of the Lansdowne collection of paintings, drawings 
and sculptures.  

 
The contents of the Big 
House were dispersed 
before 1939, and Lord 
Lansdowne remembers it 
from his childhood as an 
echoing space. During the 
Second World War it was 
occupied first by Westonbirt 
School, then by the RAF. Its 
condition deteriorated, and 
when Lord Lansdowne was 
a child, in the years after 
1945, he ran about the 
flagged floors of an empty 
house, which was sadly full 
of dry rot. The eventual, 

reluctant decision of the 8th Marquess to demolish the Big House, because of its poor 
condition, altered the whole balance of the building complex at Bowood. He hesitated, 
but eventually in 1955 the demolition took place. This was photographed at the time, and 
the great portico was left standing to the end, the last piece of the Big House to go. An 
attempt was made to dispose of the complete frontage, including the portico, but sadly, 
no one was interested. Many of the roof urns from the Big House were bought by 
George Flower, a local scrap-dealer in Chippenham, and the complete dining room was 
dismantled, to become the board room for Lloyds of London. Parts of the structure of the 
Big House, including whole rooms, went to buyers from all over the world. The Little 
House was converted into a more comfortable home. New planning controls went 
through Parliament in 1965 which would have made it impossible after that date for the 
8th Marquess to order the demolition of a Grade One historic monument such as the 
Bowood Big House. Many fine country houses were lost in the 1945-55 period because 
they were not in a good state, and the owners simply could not afford to keep up their 
maintenance. A 1957 photograph showed a wall built round the site of the former Big 
House, which is now laid to lawn.  
 

Lord Lansdowne’s mother Barbara Dempsey Chase (1918-1965), an American, felt that 
she could not live easily without a swimming pool. In 1956, one was at last installed, 
along with a tennis court, an important physical landmark for the family. The Earl of 
Shelburne (as the present 9th Marquess was at the time) and his then wife Frances 
moved into the East Wing in 1972, the year the 8th Marquess retired to his home in 
Perthshire, where he lived until his death in 1999, aged 87. Many of the surviving 
buildings on the main site at Bowood, including the Chapel and the Clock Tower, are in 
fact 19th century. The architects who worked on Bowood were Charles Robert Cockerell 
(1788-1863) and Charles Barry (1795-1860). Barry, who built the Clock Tower and the 
Golden Gates (the park’s main entrance), is best known for designing the Palace of 
Westminster, while it was Cockerell who redesigned Bowood’s Robert Adam eighteenth 
century Library in 1821-1824 in neo-classical style. As of 1972, the Lansdowne family 
lived in one third of the house, and the other two thirds were essentially derelict.  
 
Bowood House and Gardens were opened to the public in 1975. The conversion of the 
Gardeners’ Bothy took place in 1976. The problem from now onwards was how to raise 
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capital, to ‘get the place back on its feet’, after many years of struggle and difficulties. A 
fine painting by the Spanish Baroque artist Bartolomé Esteban Murillo (1618-1682), 
Portrait of Don Justino Neve, Canon of Seville, was sold to the National Portrait Gallery 
in 1978. The next big project was the conversion of the substantial stable block in 1977-
79 into the Sculpture Gallery. This was a major undertaking. Its success can be seen to 
this day, as the origins of the building are plain to see, the windows on the south side 
were originally false though disguised by the sophisticated design. The Stables 
Restaurant and the Shop were completed in 1978-80, along with the large Sculpture 
Gallery, which utilised Robert Adam doors rescued from the Big House. This large 
Gallery, including the upper rooms, currently displays the collections of several 
generations of the Lansdowne family, particularly that of the 3rd Marquess, half-brother 
of the 2nd Marquess, who succeeded to the title in 1809. This man (1780-1863) served 
under 8 Prime Ministers, and was a friend of Queen Victoria.  
 
Outside, the Adventure 
Playground at Bowood was 
a major preoccupation from 
1976 all the way through to 
1982. The aim was to 
appeal to children, and thus 
attract complete families to 
come to Bowood for the 
enjoyment of everyone. The 
‘Death Slide’ was a special 
feature, and quickly became 
popular: some 50,000 
children a year enjoy this 
facility. Like the tree house, 
it has been built entirely with 
timber from the Estate. An 
irrigation system was 
introduced to keep vegetation fresh and attractive. The Pirate Ship was added in 1982, 
followed by the Garden Centre (with admission kiosk) in 1983, around the time when 
such garden centres were becoming fashionable around the country. At that time there 
was a restrictive Sunday Trading Law, to which the Garden Centre was an exception, 
but this law was abolished in 1988.  
 
The central area of the Estate was being farmed very intensively (the land is arable, all 
under the plough) with huge agricultural vehicles passing through regularly. Lord 
Lansdowne felt that it was not right for Bowood to continue dealing with this situation, 
and that there was a need to withdraw from intensive farming practices on the Bowood 
Estate. Unfortunately, the Garden Centre had proved to be a commercial failure. Then 
came the Great Storm of 25 January 1990 ; the big Cedar tree, 140 feet tall, fell on that 
night, and a lot of damage was done. The Lower Pavilion, built by George Kennedy in 
1951, was destroyed, and was replaced later by a small belvedere. A large wall 
collapsed, and the staff at the time, as Lord Lansdowne recalled all too well, suffered 
great levels of stress.  
 
Planning permission for a new Golf Course was applied for in 1987, and approved in 
1989. This was an even bigger project than the Stables conversion of the late 1970s. 
The Golf Course (now Bowood Hotel, Spa and Golf Club) opened in 1992; it was not an 
easy project to carry through in a Grade One park, to put it mildly, and required 



meticulous, detailed planning. 375,000 square metres of topsoil were stripped, while the 
greens and tees required 5,000 tons of stones. 692 sprinkler heads and 21,000 metres 
of pipes irrigate the tees, greens and fairways. The system uses 885 cubic metres 
(191,815 gallons) of water per day. No trees were removed in the project. Home Farm 
opened in 1990/91, and Queenwood (another former farmhouse) was converted into a 
Golf Lodge in 1993, with a new extension. The Kerry Conference Suite at the Golf Club 
followed in 1997/8 and the Soft Play Palace and Party Rooms came in 2004.  

 
Despite the impressive 
facilities of the Hotel and 
Spa, Lord Lansdowne 
confessed that he was not 
especially proud of the 
aesthetic appearance of 
the hotel. He felt that it 
was too white, like a cake, 
when what he would have 
preferred was a stone-
coloured finish. In any 
event, the Hotel and Spa 
were opened in 2009 by 
the Duchess of Cornwall. 

At present, Derry Hill is still under extensive development, with the Village Hall and 
Church very sought after for public and private social events. Tractor Ted’s Little Farm 
opened in 2013. New developments and innovations were always being considered, or 
were under way, and Lord Lansdowne stressed that it was impossible in an enterprise 
like Bowood to stand still; circumstances changed all the time.  
 
Annual staff numbers at Bowood have risen sharply in the past nine years. In 2007, 
there were 181 total staff, of whom 41 were full-time. By 2016, total staff numbers had 
increased to 238, of whom 118 were full-time, a marked change in ratio. Annual visitor 
numbers to Bowood were inevitably affected by weather, like everywhere else. The peak 
had been in 1987-8, when there had been 179,000 visitors, while the lowest figure was 
93,000 in 2013, caused by heavy rain at peak summer visiting times. Average visitor 
figures are 125,000 per annum. On one exceptional day, there were over 6,000, which 
he regarded as far too many on the site for a single day. There were important tax 
implications for Bowood, as for all other HHA houses. ‘Heritage’ as a category runs at a 
loss, while ‘Land’ as a category is in surplus. Land profits keep the Heritage operation 
going, just, despite rising costs. But the Government has said that it will not allow 
transfer from one area or category to another, thus creating a serious administrative 
snag. 

Bowood House Hotel with Spa and Conference Centre. 



 
 

Bowood west front and Terrace today 

 
Although Bowood has attracted a total of 4,543,562 visitors to date (June 2016) since 
1975, an impressive number, Lord Lansdowne suggested that in the longer term, the 
direction Bowood takes will depend on the custodians of the day, and on future social 
trends.  
 
Dr Robert Blackburn, Hon. President, Chippenham Civic Society   


