
KENTCHURCH COURT, 1989 

[This article in the “Country House of the Month” series was published in 

Country Home and Interiors for March 1989. Alas, it has not been possible to 

reproduce here the lovely color photographs which accompanied the story. 

(WS)]  

Kentchurch is a delightful oddity. It was originally a medieval Great Hall built to guard a 

stretch of the English-Welsh border, yet nothing is less intimidating than its pretty 

countenance, or more ambiguous than its secret position. 

Tucked well down in beautiful undulating Herefordshire countryside, out of the way of any 

border skirmishes or hostilities, it is without doubt a blissful hideaway, and has been a family 

home to the Scudamores since around the fourteenth century. The Great Hall today bears little 

resemblance to its original design.  Linked to the Terrace Room and circumventing dwellings 

by Nash at the turn of the nineteenth century, then extended with an entrance hall and front 

door by Thomas Tudor 20 years later, the Great Hall now sits squarely in the middle of a 

rambling country house, stately dining room and drawing room for John and Jan Scudamore.  

The rest of the house - added floors and annexed wings - is a rich mix of cosy sitting rooms, 

wood panelled corridors, basic utility rooms and grand, draughty bedrooms.  The cellar is still 

damp from a drastic flood in 1959, and the attics are disused and forgotten. 

Outside, flower and vegetable gardens extend in all directions with 4,000 acres of farmland 

beyond, 800 of them tended by John himself, the rest of the land either forested or let to 

tenants.  It's a massive undertaking.  And, as Jan is quick to point out, while John was born to 

it, she is still relatively new.  “I took it on officially five years ago, unofficially ten.  And give 

or take a few grey hairs, it's working out pretty well.” 

“The first thing I gave up,” she reflects, “was any idea of living a normal family life.  There 

are always lots of people around - maintaining the property, looking after the gardens, working 

on the farm, shooting, hunting, planting trees.  John and I and the children are just a small part 

of it -nothing is private!” 

And, sadly, nothing is cheap. “The day to day cost of living is fine.  We're pretty self sufficient 

in vegetables and we eat all our own lamb, duck, deer and beef. It's upkeep that's the big drain 

on resources.” 

To generate extra funds, they allow some of the land to be used for cross country riding 

practice, to enable young horses to be brought up to British Horse Society competition levels.  

Jan also serves “good plain cooking” at private parties held at Kentchurch by organisations 

like the local hunt or the land agent's office.  And friends use the house for events in aid of 

charity: a fashion show in the Terrace Room was a recent example.  On top of that, the local 

playgroup sometimes visits. Kentchurch operates on an “all or nothing basis.”  The money 

raised helps prevent harsh cut-backs in family life. 

“Thankfully, Johnnie has given up economy drives now.  I think the worse time was in 1982, 

when we had 28 degrees of frost and he turned off the heating!”  Coincidentally the boiler 

packed up.  For seven months there was no heating or hot water.  Still, Jan adds on a positive 

note, “no central heating is good for the furniture, and I got fit chopping wood.” 



No heating, apparently, is also good for bringing up children.  Joss, five, and Rosanna, four, 

learned to walk surprisingly early. “The floors are so cold they got off their bottoms quicker 

than most children.” 

Decoration is next on the agenda.  Apart from a new colour scheme in the kitchen, the last 

time the house saw a paint brush was after the flood.  In 1959, after a torrential downpour, a 

flash flood of thick, muddy water burst into the house through the kitchen, setting everything 

afloat, including the Aga, and sweeping away chairs, tables, books and paintings, leaving a 

trail of devastation and a chin-high flood mark on the dining room wall.  John's mother, Lady 

Patricia, restored what she could “brilliantly” but there is still much that needs to be tackled. 

Fortunately, the Scudamores agree their role at Kentchurch is to preserve the original style of 

the place.  Any redecoration must be appropriate to the period, “be that medieval in one part 

or Regency in another”.  The trick is to know what's what.  “'I've been busily swotting up on 

the history of Kentchurch since I met Johnnie,” confides Jan.  “I even have an elaborate 

correspondence with a distant relation called Warren Skydmore, in the States, who sends me 

volumes of genealogical information.” 

Not that there is much time for research.  Organising the various events, including shoots with 

lunch in the dining room and tea in front of a roaring fire, even turning up as a beater on 

occasions, managing a family and taking a keen interest in agricultural issues, leaves precious 

little energy for anything else. 

“It's as hectic as it sounds.  Yet we're careful not to take on more and more just to prove we 

can cope we plan to enjoy our lot!” 

For more information about cross country riding or shooting at Kentchurch telephone (0981) 

240228 

Captions to pictures (not copied here): 

Main picture: the smoking room, converted from a former gun room about 30 years ago.  

The leatherbound books are part of a historical collection, some of which relate to the 

Scudamore family, some to local history. 

Above: a glimpse of the croquet lawn 

Main Picture: the dining room with portrait of Viscount Scudamore whose wife was found 

indulging in 'illegal exercises' with Lord Coningsby at Hampton Court.  He is flanked by 

Grinling Gibbons carvings 

Above left, the cloakroom 

Below: the library. After the flood of 1959 an earlier Mrs Scudamore was found clinging to 

the top of a bookcase with her dog, Mucky Miky, bobbing beside her, accompanied by a 

stuffed ferret 

Main picture: the drawing room. The sixteenth century Persian carpet was given to Johnnie's 

great-great-great-great grandfather, the first ambassador to Persia, and brought back to 

England wrapped round one of the Elgin marbles 

Above: the hall. 
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SOME NOTES ON KENTCHURCH COURT, 

HEREFORDSHIRE 

by Warren Skidmore 

[These notes were set down in April 1993.  (WS)]  

The definitive history of Kentchurch remains to be written.  I have collected notes on the parish 

since 1941 and published the medieval part of them in the 2nd edition of my book The 

Scudamores of Upton Scudamore in December 1989.  To this must be added the results of the 

recent archaeological dig at Corras in Kentchurch; the findings made there have been recently 

printed as the Partial Excavation of the Chapel of Corras, Kentchchurch by Mary Thomas 

and Elizabeth Taylor in the Transactions of the Woolhope Naturalists' Field Club (XLVI, 194-

208).  The archaeologists working there found that all the evidence pointed to the fact that the 

chapel was deliberately demolished and the best stone was carried away for some other 

purpose.  The date of this agrees tolerably well with the building of the tower (and the older 

portions of Kentchurch Court) and it may very well be that John Skydmore who had seated 

himself at Kentchurch by 1386 saw to the pulling down of the chapel to build his fortified 

house. 

A good many years ago the staff of the University of London’s Institute of Historical Research 

were kind enough to bring into London from their storage in the country all of the materials 

that had been collected almost 100 years ago for the history of Kentchurch to be printed in the 

Victoria County History of Herefordshire.  Only the first volume has ever appeared.  Since 

the funding of the subsequent volumes depends on local initiative (lacking in Herefordshire) 

it seems next to certain that this will not appear in my lifetime.  Most of their source materials 

were already known to me, but the remainder were added to my own notes in Ohio -- alas, at 

a great distance from Kentchurch. 

All things considered perhaps the best account of the Scudamores at Kentchurch will be found 

in three weekly issues of County Life published in December 1966 (issues of the 15th, 22nd 

and 29th). The house was then occupied by the late John Lucas-Scudamore and his wife Lady 

Patricia (formerly Scudamore-Stanhope) who was then (and now) the legal representative of 

the Viscounts Scudamore once at Holme Lacy.  The text by John Cornforth is essentially 

accurate and it is illustrated by a great many fine photographs.  In 1970 Jack Lucas-Scudamore 

was kind enough to give me a number of duplicate prints of some unused photographs taken 

at that time.  The current history of Kentchurch has been brought down practically to date in 

Country Homes and Interiors for March 1989 which is illustrated by some equally fine colour 

pictures of the house and Jan Scudamore (the present lady of Kentchurch) and her two 

children. 

I first enjoyed the hospitality of the family in 1970 and in conjunction with John Hunt (now 

of Potton, Bedfordshire), and Mr. Lucas-Scudamore we turned out the account of the family 

and a part of its branches that appeared in the 1972 edition of Burke's Landed Gentry.  This 

pedigree, much enlarged and altered, is the basis for my book tentatively titled Thirty 

Generations of the Scudamore/ Skidmore family in England and America... again in 

collaboration with John Hunt.  A few "hard" copies of the manuscript have been printed but 



at the present time the latest revision remains only in my computer.  It currently runs to 401 

pages closely printed in 10 point Times Roman type. 

This brief essay on Kentchurch would not be complete without a tribute to the character of 

John Harford Stanhope Lucas-Scudamore (1902-1976) who was, bar none, the wittiest man 

that I have ever known.  In addition to his other virtues Jack had the advantage of a lifelong 

curiousity about his family.  It seems pertinent to set down a few of his remarks which have 

not been published to my knowledge. 

The collection of deeds once at Kentchurch (and badly damaged by the flood waters there) are 

wellknown to scholars.  They were stored for over two hundred years in a stone cubbyhole 

behind the fireplace on the ground floor of the tower.  They were saved by the ministrations 

of an expert staff at the National Library of Wales (who prepared a typed calendar of them) 

and have recently been transferred to the Hereford Record Office at the request of the young 

John Scudarnore of Kentchurch.1  It is immediately apparent that these deeds, while suitably 

ancient and of great interest, reveal nothing about the important Sir John Skydmore of 

Agincourt who married a daughter of Owain Glyndwr and who had the rule of the whole 

countryside according to Leland (quoting Skidmore of theCourt).  His deeds were taken in a 

chest with some furniture to Ireland in the last century when Kentchurch was closed up.  

According to Jack the vellum deeds were used there as twists to light the fires of Castle Shane!  

It might be possible to rewrite much of the history of Welsh border if they had survived.  The 

lot of deeds (damaged in the flood) now at the HRO were formerly at the ancient home of the 

family at Rowlestone and were brought to Kentchurch when the main line of Sir John's 

posterity failed in 1742.  John Scudamore of Rowlestone succeeded his cousins at Kentchurch 

and moved his household  (and his deeds) there.  Nothing remains, not even a drawing, of the 

still older home of the family at Rowlstone.  Traditionally all that is said of it is that “it stood 

near the church." 

Visitors to Kentchurch Court will not find anything in the house that was there in ancient times 

for the entire contents were sold up by the bailiffs early in the last century to settle the 

gambling debts in London of one of the family.  The only thing remaining at Kentchurch of 

great antiquity is the small portrait of a gentleman in clerical dress reputed to be Jack of Kent.  

He is sometimes said to have been a stableboy of considerable promise at Kentchurch who 

was sent up to Oxford for an education and the church.  This portrait is of great interest for the 

painter has added in the background a rendering of Kentchurch as it was in the time of the 

sitter.  The portrait was saved from the bailiffs by a servant who hid it under her bed and kept 

it there until John Lucy Scudamore came of age in 1821. 

The Scudamore portraits are all from Lady Patricia's family once at Holme Lacy and purchased 

when one of the Chesterfield houses was sold at auction.  Jack was outbid on just one of these 

by a London dealer, but was able to buy the portrait itself after the sale when he found that the 

dealer was interested only in the frame to put on a picture of his own.  Holme Lacy was still 

glorious in Jack's youth and he told me how he and the boys of the family would go up to the 

attic of the house where they would put on the helmets and strap on parts of the rusty old 

Elizabethan armour there and play at knights. (These two suits of armour are now in the 

                                                             
1 The staff at the at National Library of Wales were kind enough to see a microfilm of the 

calendar made for me.   



Metropolitan Museum in New York City).  Another of Jack's stories about Holme Lacy 

concerned the tombs of the viscounts and their wives who were buried underneath the church 

in lead-sealed coffins.  The Wye is nearby, and when the ground water ran high the coffins 

would float about bumping into one another with great thuds that could be heard clearly in the 

church which disturbed the services there on occasion. 

Once when Lady Pat, Jack and myself were at Ballingham he made a particularly revealing 

remark that has stayed with me.  The parapet had recently fallen down from one corner of the 

drawing room at Kentchurch and was repaired -- no doubt at great expense.  On another 

occasion the water tank at the top of the tower had let go releasing it contents over the lower 

floors.  There was the great flash flood of 1959, noticed before, which had ruined or damaged 

everything at Kentchurch below chin-height.  The house was drafty as a tree and thousands of 

gallons of oil were consumed every winter.  Jack took a hard look at Ballingham and 

pronounced that it was "really as much house as any one man needed." On another occasion 

he told me that his friends told him to sell Kentchurch and find something more convenient 

elsewhere.  However, when he remembered how many younger sons went away from 

Kentchurch with next to nothing so that it could be preserved intact for a succession of eldest 

sons he knew that he could never sell it.  It was true, of course, that excepting perhaps an 

apprenticeship to a London merchant, or a university degree, the younger sons never got 

anything substantial to prepare them to realize their dreams -- much less support a wife and 

family. They were evicted at the proper time to fend for themselves and the younger sons of 

younger sons were usually on their way to oblivion.  The family historian now is hard put to 

trace them or their origins. 

 

 


