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Travelling on horseback round England for pleasure in 1697, Celia Fiennes visited a 
house call’d Welbeake, the house is but old and low buildings but the parke is the noblest 
wood I ever saw. 
 
Those old, low buildings were the remains of a monastery founded about 1154. For 
nearly 400 years it passed through good and bad times until in 1538 the property 
was seized by King Henry VIII. The Abbey church was destroyed. The estate was 
sold off to a succession of private owners until acquired by Sir Charles Cavendish, 
Bess of Hardwick’s youngest son. It remains with his descendants today. 
 
Over time, surviving parts of two ranges of the medieval cloister buildings were 
adapted as a residence. The western part, the Old Wing, incorporates fragments of 
the Cellarer’s domestic areas. Some of these 12th century vaulted rooms still survive 
in the basement of the wing. An irregular southern range of the medieval cloister 
stood at a right angle to the Old Wing, extending eastwards. About 1580 a 
continuation of this wing was built westwards. Its mason-architect was almost 
certainly Robert Smythson then building Worksop Manor for the Earl of Shrewsbury, 
Bess of Hardwick’s fourth husband. This new range, much altered, survives as the 
Oxford Wing, though the cloister range to the east was demolished in 1763. 
 
After Sir Charles’ death in 1617 the work of adaptation was continued by his son Sir 
William, 1st Duke of Newcastle. His passion was for horses and riding. He added a 
stable range to the west of the house, and a large Riding House to the north. 
Already we see a characteristic of the house’s history: it has always been adapted 
and altered according to the interests and way of life of its occupants. 
 
Following the death of her husband, the dowager Countess of Oxford in 1741 
retired to her ancestral Cavendish home, and began a campaign of restoration and 
decoration. She demolished her great-grandfather’s magnificent stables, but retained 
his Riding House of 1623 (now the Titchfield Library and Chapel.) Refusing to follow 
prevailing Palladian fashions, she adopted an antiquarian, Gothick style of her own. To 
her we owe the astonishing 1751 ceiling of the Gothic Hall. Her grandson the 3rd 
Duke of Portland in 1761 began his own programme of change. The Swan and Red 
Tapestry Drawing Rooms were created for him by John Carr of York; the landscape 
architect Humphry Repton entirely changed the entrance front of the house. 
 
The most notorious changes to the house were made in the mid-19th century by the 
5th Duke of Portland. Reclusive but highly intelligent, the Duke vastly extended the 
house with subterranean rooms, corridors and tunnels. The last major phase of 
building work began in 1901 following a serious fire in the Oxford Wing. Sir Ernest 
George created an ideal backdrop to Edwardian social life for the 6th Duke of 
Portland. 



 
This is the house we see today, but deep at its heart lie the remains of that ancient 
monastery. Essential to all these campaigns of improvement was the group of 
administrators, agents, managers and workmen who interpreted and applied the 
instructions from above. Without them, nothing we see today could exist. 
 
 
 
 



 Watercolour painting showing the south front of  Welbeck Abbey 
(Oxford Wing before mid-18th century alterations, and long before the 5th Duke raised it by another floor and extended it both to east and west.)



Historic draughtsman’s tools, architectural plans and decorating records from Welbeck Abbey.
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