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ESTATE-4&
EXPECTATIONS

When Dw Philip Mansel inherited Smedmore House, a 17th-century maner on
the Dorsel coast, his high hopes for its fubure were founded on its past. From

a lawsuit to a taunting ghost, giggling schoelgirls o men-at-arms, the historian
revived his family home by uncovering the stories behingd its walled gardens

and Georgian fagade, Ruth Guilding lends an ear. Photography: Tim Beddow
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S‘\/[ E I._}:'V[( .}}.{ I': Houseis a bongg way away from

anywhere, 10km along looping switchback lanes from the nearest
tonw. [ lies in a green declivity with its ancient authuildings and
gardens tucked in behind, an escarprment of Purbeck stone above
and the kard and sea stretching away to France in front. The shallow
bay at Kimmeridge, with its fossil-filled
cliffsand teeming marine life, is part of its
estates, along with the litthe village of the
same narme, Very litthe has changed hese
since some modest building improve
ments made during the 18th century.
Smedmaore has been sold only once.
when the Die Smedemoreslefi in 1391, The
present house was begun around 1610
and filled up with a cargo of superb mar-
quetry furniture and paintings in 1934,
the property of Lady Elizabeth Villiers,
a childless Victerian born of a wealthy
Dutch family, whao Jeft everything to her
niece {family name; Mansel), The estane
has passed down by inheritance theaugh
seven centuries 1o De Philip Mansel, a
historian of France and the Ottoman Em-
pire, a founder of the Society for Court

Top:in the entrance hall B an elbow chair of ebonised beechwasd made by George Bullock
king Lonais XV UL, the subject of 2 historic
andlacape by Joseph Tudos, shewing

by inheritance from Gedart Bare

Studies and one of the most urbane men that [ have ever met, with
11 books to his name.

‘Ttall lowks peaceful, agricultural and English; in fact it's al-
ways been warlike, industrial and international,” says my hoss.
He lists the Samian ware and Roman jewellery found locally, the

Morman Conquest, Dutch and French
investment in the bitumous shale works
here, bocal fishermen secking their for-
tunes in America, and that other local in-
dustry, smuggling. "France is very near,
Muobale phones ansomatically switch over
to Framce telecom.”

Smedmore is full of treasures and the
staries that go with them. There is a tige’s
pravestone in the garden, a chair made by
George Bullock for Napateon during his
exileon 5 Helena, and a pair of ebonised
Japanese cabinets of the Iype associated
with Daniel Marot. But as a child in the
19604, Philip was bored, longing for Lon-
don and the conselations of the Harrods
bonkshop, with its novels of African ad-
venture by Rider Haggard. Mow he sees
the house through the lives of his prede

it Mapobean, Abowe: a portrait of the French
in the Swedish Empire style. Oppo:
e Lrinked
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cesgnre, whose clutter of needle-cases, spectacles, ketters, diaries
and sketchbooks are still stuffed into tin boxes, drawers and cabi-
nets inalmost every roo, He has become the custodian and cura
tor of their secrets. “Thisis my creation; in here ['ve put amything
I could find,” he saysin the family museum he has made next o
the old butler's pantry. “This is the gold
coin womnat cards off Napoleon by Colonel
John Mansel, galant officer. My mother’s
father was blinded during World War 1 -
that's the bucket for washing his glass eye.’
“This is my great-great-grandfather,
and that's his brother, the father of Dor-
set malluscology, John Clavell Mansel-
Pleydell,’ he continues. "These two great
aunts, who were lerrifying old ladies, were
nurses in World War I; their mother vas
asuffragette who was arrested for break
ing the windows of the War Office (this
I fowerd out through Google; it had been
airhrushed out of family memoary). She
had a wery conventional husband, & hunt-
ing colonel who literally came a cropper
and died in the hunting feld, of conrse,”
Asked ifthere is anything here of hisown,

he points out the medal pinned to his chest by tee French armbas-
sadoe, appointing him Chevalfer des Aree er Lertres in 2000,

Beyond the locked pantry door, a stone-flapgged passage with
discarded carcass furniture parked edge to edge lexds 1o the dis
used Georgian kitchens, where his uncle hosts the occasional
shooting lunch, "Believe me, it was grun-
gier,” says Phillp. “This is the apple loft,
andd this was the howsckeeper’s room, My
aunt remembers going there with notes
from her pasents and running out because
she was so frightered of her.'

There was a lawsuit and a ghost in the
easly 19th century,and then a period when
the house was let to tenants, bat in the
15208 the village men ceremonsously
towed the returning Mansel family up the
drive. By 1935 Arthur Oswakd coald write
in Courefry Life:
farnily home," This was the last and per-
haps the only time (until now) that Smed-
more had its photograph taken. "Myaunt
can remesmber the furniture being moved
and people giggling when the photogra-
pherarrived,” says Philsp, But Smedmore’s

It Isas again become the

cabmut
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renaissanoce was shor-lived, *All this went on until 1939 and then
stopped,’ hesays, in the walled gardens, planted with lush grass and
apple trees, where the sillousties of stoves and cordons are still vis-
ibde. Major Mansel returned to his regiment and Smedmaore was
brietly let to a giels’ school from Potters Bar, whose dust-furred
medicine bories stand abandoned on an
upstairs shelf. The house was then requi-
sitioned by the army, which afterwards
decamped with snuffboxes and a pair of
duelling pistols, The war is still gning on,”
says Philip, agaimst the distant clatter and
crump from the military firing range a
mile off. “There were always wars with the
sea, wars within families about wills, rich
-1,[‘,5‘“\“‘1" o, wervants ﬂs:lr-s' master,”
Philip inherited Smedmaore in 1989
‘HT partnts' taste was restrained: there
wasabotofbeige.” Since then he has spent
the royalties from his books on bringing
back beautyand colour, introducing rugs
of russet, pink and blue woven in Istan-
bul, and tall Oriental jars to fill with gar-
den flowers. The hallis apple-green, the
drawing room a ghowing custard-yellow.

His friend, the late Gervase Jackson-Stops, mixed a Tontaretta
pink for the dining-room walls from test swatches that were
preserved behind the door but then accidentally painted over.
Anotler friend, Frouz Fartaght, helped him hang up plates from
two of Smedmore’s dinner services in 2008, “The plaster work
is by the under-researched 18th-century
Dorset crafismen, the Rastard brothers
of Blandford.’

Much of his life and work happen else-
where, but Philip laboured against all
advice to ensure that Smedmore's land-
mark Clavell Tower was transplanted 25m
mland from the crumbling cliff edge and
leased to the Landmark Trust. Thomas
Hardy took his first love, Eliza Micholl,
there, and the folly inspired PD James's
thriller The Black Tower. ‘Everyone kept
saying to me: "Let it go, Philip,™ he re:
members, Perhaps the Mansel motto,
(e Vinlt, Vielt Valde [ "What he wants, be
wants very much’}, applies after all m
Srteclencre Howse isavailable for rerial. For
mare infarmation, ring 01929480716, or visit
smridmiarehowse com

1atalide buys who
5 lavell. O
oll collectian made by Philip's

asite:
dmeher
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