Marbury Hall has been a sad place these last
cight winters. The gardens full of dark
rhododendrons higher than your head. The
leaden waters of the Mere showing through the
bare trees, and Budworth Church a grey stump
in the distance. The paths black and ETesy
with dead leaves. The dead rose trees cracking
underfoot, as you walked on the long bleached
grass of the lowerbeds.

Marbury Hall was an unconscionable time
a-dying. Now it was dead. and we had come 1o
say goodbye. Rain was falling, and the demoli-
tion gang had the slates off the roof. It was a
grand day for a funeral.

Only eight years ago, 1.C.I. moved o,
leaving the house in superb nick, as is their
wont. What went wrong ?

You could blame it on the Wilr.
became a camp for German prisoners. The
W Fast and West Parks were filled with
their Erick barracks. Come 1945, the priscners
departed, and civilian squatters moved in, The
Rural District Counci] regularised the situation
by turning the barracks into council houses;
they were far too sound 1o be pulled down
during a housing shortage. Council houses
meant children, crowds of town children in the
countryside. When LCI. lefr, they began to
kick the empty Hall to pieces. Perhaps our
local poet put it best,

“When you go 1o Marbury

The children are always there

And always guilty . . |

+ o & child bursts

From behind the bushes in the formal garden

Panting, looks over his shoulder

Sees vou, sobers

Then ducks away into that thicket

Full of the sounds of shouts

And gates being clashed together

And things being broken.™

Marbury

4 CHESHIRE LIFE FEBRUARY 1083

The first thousand pounds of damage was
done quickly — mainly windows, The hall
continued to deteriorate rapidly, putting off
potential buyers. Then abseniee developers
bought it, and there was talk of turning it inte
flats. Local people wondered how this could
be managed, with rooms twently feet high . . .

Destruction  continued. The developers
advertised for a watchman (with a dog). But
neither man nor dog could stop the vandalism,
The house was so huge. There'd be a sound of
breaking glass, but when You turned the corner,
there’d be no-one in sight,

Parenis complained that the place was
becoming a death-trap for the children. Doors
and windows were boarded up, the house
sealed, but it didn't siop the damage.

Finally, the developers sought the Council’s
permission to demolish the building, because
of damp and galloping dry rot, They Eot it
Even a preservation order, on a building of
historic merit, cannot prevent demolition when
a house is structurally unsafe,

So it was all the fault of the war, and the
children? I'm not so sure. S0 many questions
remain - unanswered, Why didn't parents
control their children better? Why wasn't the
conversion to flats ever started ? And w hat will
happen to the land when the site is finally
cleared? If it's returned to farming the
developers will have thrown away a lot of
money. On the other hand. if planning per-
mission is granted for private housing, they
will have made a fortune,

Or perhaps the houses death was inherent
inits birth, Sometime in the nineteenth century,
one of the Barrymore family demolished the
Georgian Hall, and commissioned Anthony
Salvin to design something bigger and much
more impressive, Salvin was a pupil of John
Nash, and had the same facile lack of integrity

“Lichen had timted them pale green, varnekals by
smashed them, brambles half covered them, The
had the luckless look of murder victims new|
diseovered,”

as his master. It was a wild period for archi

fectural styles. Any thing went - Hindog
Gothic Revival, Greek. Venetian, [ialia
Rustic, Chinese - the list was  practicall
endless. Salvin was all things to all men. He'

design in any style he was paid to produce,

The Barrvmore's really out-Jonesed the
Joneses. They chose the style of the 184
century  French chateaux the style of
Fontainebleau, It is said that the master of the
house had a young French wife, and he buil
it to cure her homesickness,

Certainly, Marbury was the only example
of the chateau style T knew in England. And it
was a lovely style, with its stone detailing
of pillar and pediment, scroll and grotesque
face. Salvin had caught the feel of jt perfectly
in the south front with its protruding wings
and cobbled courtvard with mounting block,

But as you approached nearer, the charm
faded. The stone derails were seen to be a thin
layer of stucco, cheaply applied, Every shower
of rain brought down a heap of sodden plaster,
It was like make-up being washed away, to
reveal a cheap, raddled face beneath.,

And as you walked round o the side, you
could see how Salvin lost control of his design,
under pressure of the Barrymore's insatiahle
demands for cheap grandeur. Rows of chim.
neys, towers and balustrades heaped up with-
out cohesion. It had not the grand largencss
of a Blenheim or Castle Howard. It had the
lumpy largeness of a Victorian boot factory,

Splendour on the cheap; run on the suffer-
ings of hundreds of skivvies, Once they de-
parted for better paid jobs in factory or shop,




prbury’s eventual fate was sealed. Who
uld love it, or want to fight to preserve it?
leven want to live in it ? I.C.1. taking it over
er the war as temporary accommodation,
wely postponed its fate.
The real tragedy was that the Barrymore’s
malished something lovely in order to build
Something small and exquisite that might
ve been preserved to give us pleasure now.
It was also sad, becanse the grounds were
wiiful, even in decay. But neither the
Iness or the beauty seemed to disturb the
mnincharge of demolition. He refused to give
mme, saving he was just a henchman of
Ie's, the contractors. So after that, we called
n the Henchmann.
4 was short, strongly built, and full of
rzy. He wore a blue casual shirt, and no
i, in spite of the weather: and strode
und showing us all we wished to see, and
It.
Jid we fancy buying a statue ? He led us to
rove where marbles, larger than life, lay
their backs half buried in the earth. Lichen
| tinted them pale green, vandals had
ihed them, brambles half covered them.
w had the luckless look of murder victims
ily discovered.
¥r did we fancy a marble god, ten foot high,
t stood in the stable yard? Poor god. His
mised face was missing a nose; his arms
e gone; and rusty reinforcing rods stuck
n his legs like bones, staining the marble
cath as red as blood.
Chap who owns these wanis fancy prices
them. They're not worth lifting. Cost the
th, and this ong would break at the knees.™
el they were antique gods, once beautiful.
before we could grow pensive, the Hench-
n was off on another tack. “Fancy a nice
ing table — most unusaal 7
fe took us to a shed. The table stood
ongst piles of Dulux tins, and notices
ing “ICI wehicles deliver here”. It was
g, black and sinister, with a mirrored top.

Ay vast conception of a French chafeai.
. you could see how Salvin lost control of his
wn, under pressure of the Barrymore's insatiable
wards for cheap gramdeur.”

“That's the table that was made to hold the
body of the Marbury Lady, She was embalmed
when she died, and her body kept in the
entrance hall, under the stairs. But she haunted
them. So they put her in a lead coffin and slung
her into the Mere. But she still haunted them.
So they fished her out again, and buried her
by the wall, over there.” We were nervous lest
he offered to dig her up, and sell her to us, for
the price of the lead. We knew all about the
Marbury Lady. Legend said she was an Egyp-
tian paramour of one of the Barrymores. An
importunate, hysterical lady, whom even a
spell in Budworth churchyard couldn't quieten.

“Lovely table that.” His hand stroked the
grotesque black carving. ““Some American will
give seventy guineas for it."

We shuddered for the poor innocent
American, and imagined the Lady let loose in
a MNew York penthouse.

Then the Henchiman took us into the Hall
itsell. The floorboards were gone, and we
walked on great beams that crumbled to dust
under our feet. Galloping dry rot indeed!

“Like a nice little fireplace? Only got one
left = it"s cracked, mind." It was nine fest wide,
black marble, cold as a tomb. We intimated
that our semi was rather small . . .

“Got a little Gothic one next door. Scven-
teenth century.™

We thought it was fake Elizabethan, and
Victorian.

“Mo, it’s early, I tell you - stone, nice bit of
stone. Fetch a good price.”

We admired the decorative scrollwork above
it.

“Plaster — just plaster. Crack (o pieces the
moment we touch it™.

Surely, we said, with a little care . . . But he
was adamant. He had an air of violence, of
destruction, common among demolition con-
tractors. Otherwise, [ suppose, they wouldn't
be happy in their work . . ..

There was evidence of this outside. The
house was fringed with shattered balustrading,
lying where it had been hurled from the roof.
It was only Victorian concrete, but pleasant.
The kind of thing you'd gladly pay ten pounds
a yard for, in a gardening shop.

“It's fake,” said the Henchman, waving a

contemptuous hand. “But, by gum, the lead on
the roof was genuine enough.” A look of
joyous lust crossed his face — he was a great
man for lead.

We walked towards the gates.

“The gates will go complete - gateposts,
urns and all, Get a good packet for them.™
The gates were very beautiful Georgian or
earlier. They must have been part of the earlier
hall, and we grieved for that building again.

How ironical life is! These gates had been
children’s playthings for eight vears. They'd
been clashed endlessly, climbed on, and almost
torn apart — several pieces were missing. In the
end, they were wrapped in barbed wire to stop
the mischief. Mow, suddenly, when it's almost
too late, they're found to be valuable antiques,
worth a small fortune.

As we left, the Henchman came after us.

“You're interested in fireplaces < I'll show
you a couple,™

They were gorgeous — classical white marble,
and a mass of littke dancing cherubs. On the
side was carved “Thomas Edwards 1814™.
They lay dismantled on the black greasy
floorboards of the lorry = chipped and stained.

“Patch ‘em up, and off to the States with
them.” Beauty and money and mud, all lving
tangled together, [ felt bitter for England’ssake,
hating the brute force of wealth.

We said goodbye again, and walked back to
the car through the gardens. A light mistiness
was coming off the Mere, and settling as
gently as time itsell. There was no English word
for how it felt — perhaps the French “triste™
comes nearest. Soon, all will be rubble, beaten
flat by lorries and bulldozers. For an atmos-
phere, at least, cannot be bought for dollars,
and is therefore destroyed without a pang.

I felt I could already see the next stage - the
bijou bungalows crowded between the trees,
landscaped down the Mere. I could almost
read the house-agents advert “Desirable

detached residences in prestige development
amid Cheshire countryside. Fine views over
Budworth Mere. Qil-fired central heating; two
bedrooms. The Marbury Hall Estate. Sole
agents . ..”

I just pity the poor devil who gets the
Marbury Lady under his patio . . .




