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Preface



In the side chapel of the parish church at Withyham in Sussex, a magnificent stained-glass window provides a genealogy of the Sackville family, with an inscription that reads ‘Nobilis familia Sackville hic expectat resurrectionem’ – ‘Here the noble Sackville family await the resurrection.’ 

Nothing in this ambitious claim is any indication of what lies below. A modest wooden door, barred to all but the family, opens onto a flight of steps leading down to the family vault. Here, on three-storey shelves that line the dusty whitewashed walls, are stacked the coffins. Those of the more recent dukes and earls are covered in red velvet, studded with gilt decoration, and crowned with coronets. But the older they are, the more frayed the velvet and the more tarnished, and lacking in lustre, the gilt. Even further back in time, and the wood of the coffins has begun to rot away, exposing the lead cases in which the bodies were entombed, including the heartbreakingly tiny ones, no more than eighteen inches long, of infant children; in some cases, even the lead itself has come unsealed, and a couple of skulls have spilled out, and are now tucked between the coffins on a shelf. 

In the early nineteenth century, in his Memoirs of Lord Viscount Sackville, George Coventry described the vault, which has changed little to this day: ‘You are surrounded on either side by . . . those who once figured on the stage of life, and who were justly ranked among the honourable of the earth.’ Coventry found a brass commemorating the subject of his memoirs: ‘There is nothing further to perpetuate his memory or to record the worth of this distinguished character. No encomium, no comment: there he lies in the sepulchre of his forefathers; a lesson to the survivors of the instability of all human greatness.’

Thomas Sackville, the first member of my family to live at Knole, chose to be buried at Withyham, a few hundred yards from the home of his birth, Buckhurst. With only one exception, every single incumbent of Knole from Thomas Sackville to the 4th Lord Sackville in the 1960s has followed: a procession of earls, dukes and barons making a final journey of twenty miles or so from their grand ancestral home at Knole, where they died, to their more humble, earthy roots in a village on the outskirts of Ashdown Forest. All the characters who people the pages of this book – the grave Elizabethan statesman, the good-for-nothing gadabout at the seedy court of King James I, the dashing Cavalier, the Restoration rake, that magnificent and melancholy representative of the ancien régime, the 3rd Duke, and so on – they all returned to Withyham because the place exercised an emotional hold on them almost as intense as Knole. 

Vita Sackville-West’s remains are here, too. Her ashes were placed in a small pink marble urn, which had previously rested on her old desk at her home, Sissinghurst, and taken to the family vault at Withyham, where she joined her father and her uncle Charlie, who had died a month before. The urn now rests on her father’s coffin, beside another urn bearing the ashes of a recently departed dog, belonging to her De La Warr cousins (Vita would not have minded – she was a great dog lover). But conspicuous by his absence is her husband Harold Nicolson. When Harold once suggested that he might one day join Vita at Withyham, she replied that she would not have him there – for the simple reason that he was not a Sackville.

Vita’s cousin, Eddy Sackville-West, the 5th Lord Sackville, had intended to be buried in the crypt at Withyham, ‘amongst the velvet palls and silver coroneted coffins of his eighteenth-century ancestors’, according to his friend, James Lees-Milne. But he had fallen in love with the small village of Clogheen in Ireland, where he had settled, and was buried there instead. My uncle Lionel, the 6th Lord Sackville, talked about it to the De La Warrs, but eventually chose for his ashes to be buried near his first wife’s, beneath the flagstones of the chapel at Knole, the house he loved. Me? I haven’t yet made up my mind.

The cramped physical conditions in which they chose to spend the afterlife – the coffins stacked condominium-style on shelves in the bowels of a simple parish church, could not have been more different from the house they had departed; for Knole, not his tomb, was Thomas’s monument to posterity. Thomas wanted the house to tell the world that he and his family had finally arrived. In the words of the seventeenth-century statesman and philosopher Francis Bacon: ‘when men sought to cure mortality by fame . . . buildings were the only way’.

No one is quite sure what Knole looked like in the early fifteenth century, a couple of hundred years before it was acquired by Thomas. There are some remains of towers, stairs and curtain walls in the south-east corner of the house, where my family and I now live. These scattered fragments probably formed part of a medieval manor house and subsequently became embedded in later structures. In 1456, Thomas Bourchier, Archbishop of Canterbury, bought the manor of Knole – and whatever survived of the earlier manor house – from Sir William Fiennes, Lord Saye and Sele, for £266 13s. 4d. He built a massive gatehouse, Bourchier’s Tower, at the west end of the house, opening onto the Stone Court. At the far side of the Stone Court stood the Great Hall and Bourchier’s reception rooms in the great chamber block. Beyond the Great Hall, Bourchier incorporated elements of the earlier house around a second courtyard, the Water Court, on the north side of which were his kitchen, offices and service areas, and on the south side were his private apartments and his chapel. Where we now live, therefore, was once the heart of an archbishop’s palace. 

Bourchier died at Knole in 1486, bequeathing the house to the see of Canterbury, and his successors as Archbishop, John Morton and William Warham, enlarged and improved the building. They added another external layer or skin to the western side of the house, creating what is now the Green Court and adding a new main entrance. Ranged around the Green Court, rather like the quadrangle of an Oxbridge college of a similar date, were sets of rooms, each reached by individual stairways, to house the Archbishop’s retinue. They also added a range to the east of the house, beside the chapel, connected to the Great Hall by galleries which gradually caused the sprawling house to coalesce. These galleries also provided a brief pause, a processional space, halfway between the public and the private rooms.

In 1538, Thomas Cranmer, who had succeeded Warham as Archbishop of Canterbury in 1532, was forced ‘voluntarily’ to give Knole to King Henry VIII. Henry did not spend much time, or money, at Knole – after all, he had acquired a total of sixty royal residences by the time of his death. His daughter, Queen Elizabeth, however, visited Knole – her property – on a royal progress in 1573, almost certainly spending the night in what is now our bedroom.

This book is not, however, about Knole’s early history. My story begins with Thomas Sackville. When Thomas took possession of Knole in 1604, he remodelled it entirely, turning a draughty and ramshackle medieval mansion into a Renaissance palace: a great show house to celebrate his success. His Sackville successors added to the house, using it to display the unique Stuart furniture they had acquired as cast-offs from the royal palaces and, later, the Old Master paintings they had bought on Grand Tours as a symbol of their wealth, taste and status. 

Knole was built and furnished to awe and impress; and it has been a show house ever since. It is precisely this that can make it so impenetrable, such a difficult place to understand. Some people are put off by its sheer size, overwhelmed by its superlatives. It is one of the largest private houses in England, a calendar house with – allegedly – 365 rooms, 52 staircases and 7 courtyards, spread over 4 acres. 

‘Knole is a conglomeration of buildings half as big as Cambridge I daresay,’ Virginia Woolf recorded on her first visit to Knole in July 1924; ‘but the extremities & indeed the inward parts are gone dead. Ropes fence off half the rooms; the chairs & the pictures look preserved; life has left them.’ Knole is vast and labyrinthine. It takes a long time to walk from one end of the house to the other, and the main routes meander through a series of lobbies or come to sudden stops at dead ends. On the way, you encounter the most unexpected juxtapositions: an eighteenth-century fire engine here, a range of cobwebbed classical busts there; a faraway attic room where Victorian wash jugs jostle with Greek pottery; corridors where First World War military uniforms and cavalry boots tumble out of cupboards, phials of laudanum lurk in Victorian medicine chests, and love letters from another age curl on a windowsill. It is the junk, the bits and pieces that people could never bring themselves to throw away that reveal just as much about the past as Knole’s unrivalled collection of Tudor and Stuart furniture. 

All those portraits and all the stuff that the subjects of those portraits left behind – the old bills and swatches of fabric – are everyday reminders of particular moments in the past. The rocking horse, for example, belonging to the 4th Duke, who inherited the title at the age of six: it was his death, fifteen years later – his spine crushed by a falling horse in a hunting accident – that brought the name of Sackville to the verge of extinction. The tulip trees in the garden where Vita’s mother Victoria surprised her husband with his lover, Olive Rubens, in May 1919, precipitating Victoria’s departure from Knole; our dining room, where Virginia Woolf lunched that summer’s day: ‘His lordship lives in the kernel of a vast nut. You perambulate miles of galleries; skip endless treasures . . . & penetrate at length to a round shiny table with a cover laid for one.’ All these places, and the objects that fill them, are freighted with emotional significance, the subject of stories that have been handed down from generation to generation, and reinterpreted in one great concentration of past and present. 

Far from being an empty, lifeless shell, Knole is full of personal associations; and it is the people who have lived there who bring the house to life. This book focuses on one family, the Sackvilles, on the private life of a very public place. It is a saga, unashamedly, of aristocratic life.

How often have you wondered who else has looked out of the same windows in your house and onto the same view, moved perhaps by the same longings and losses as you? Who has made love, given birth, died in your house, and where? Made and broken promises, slammed doors in anger, sobbed with laughter or grief? The way in which places are cluttered with the echoes of other people’s experiences can be a matter of remote, vicarious curiosity. At Knole, those other people who have lived there, and whose experiences animate the house and its collection, who make it live and breathe, are my ancestors. They’ve left their smells and spores behind: in the dust, the worn leather, the potpourri of faded rose petals, the musty whiff of the boot room, the woodsmoke, the polish. 

Not only do they share a genetic history, but also a shared predicament, their experiences eerily identical across the centuries. From portraits on the walls, their flinty, watchful gaze continues to follow their descendants hundreds of years later. It is easy to imagine them, too, feeling fretful or fearful in the middle of a sleepless night, as the great house creaks and wheezes around them, and the grandfather clocks tick away the time till they die. This is the story, then, of a family, my family, described by Vita as ‘a race too prodigal, too amorous, too weak, too indolent, and too melancholy’. In short, ‘a rotten lot, and nearly all stark staring mad’. 

So what are the ties that bind these members of my family? Is it a quirk of heredity or some specific characteristic of their home, such as its size? Knole has lured generations of heirs with the promise of an ancestral place, an aristocratic life, a sense of unearned esteem and belonging. Many of these Sackvilles have revelled in the opportunity and loved the place. But others, once seduced, have found the expectation actually to lead an aristocratic life, or to maintain such a huge inheritance, hard to manage. The place has ground them down, becoming a curse and a burden, rather than a glory. The hopes they had invested in that Renaissance palace, seen glittering in the summer sunshine, became entombed in a great, grey, ragstone sprawl, sodden in the winter rain.

Those members of the family for whom there was never a hope of inheriting – the daughters, the younger sons, the widows, and the bastards – have had even more mixed reactions to the place. Knole has pulled them in and then pushed them away, acquiring in the process a monstrous organic energy of its own, far greater than that of any individual, influencing the lives they led and their relationships. 

In his will, Thomas Sackville directed that his legacy, Knole, should – like the diamond-studded gold ring he had received from King James I – be handed from ‘heir male to heir male’ in perpetuity. From then on, as in most English aristocratic families, the principle of primogeniture, whereby property is passed through the male line, has prevailed. It is a principle that has been pretty much extinct throughout the rest of Europe for the past century and a half, but in England it has kept inheritances such as Knole more or less intact, rather than split between a number of children, and eventually dispersed.

At Knole, the shifting sideways of the inheritance, as it has moved crablike from generation to generation, setting brothers against sisters, mothers against sons, has tended to repeat itself against an unchanging brooding backdrop. I, too, have a stake in this story as the beneficiary of primogeniture. In my teens, I became aware that I was likely to inherit what was left to the family of Knole, bypassing five girl cousins, and taking precedence over four siblings, who were also brought up at Knole; and in 2004 I succeeded my uncle.

Over the past 200 years, there has been only one direct father–son succession at Knole; and so, woven into the story of the place, is a sense of disappointment and disinheritance. This is first apparent in the diaries of Lady Anne Clifford, who lived at Knole in the early seventeenth century. Anne felt doubly disinherited, excluded from her father’s Clifford estates in the north of England and from her husband’s Sackville estates in the south. Three hundred years later, similar resentments resonate in the writings of Vita Sackville-West, who was also barred from Knole by virtue of her gender. Vita did, however, recognise the pressures Knole imposes on its heirs – its life tenants – as well as on its disinherited. In The Edwardians, the novel which recreates the lost world of her childhood before the First World War, she raises, but fails to resolve, the reactionary and the rebel strains that struggled within her soul. Her main character, Sebastian, is made aware that he is as much a slave to his inheritance as a free agent. ‘A place like Chevron [Knole] is really a despot of the most sinister sort: it disguises its tyranny under the mask of love . . . Then there is another danger which you can scarcely hope to escape. It is the weight of the past . . . That is real atrophy of the soul.’

A feeling of merely passing through the place weighs heavily on many of the people who have lived at Knole, particularly the women. Lady Anne Clifford felt shut out of the running of her husband’s household; Vita’s mother, Victoria, complained that she had ‘slaved away’ at Knole for nothing, her management of the house wrested from her when her husband returned from the First World War with a ‘new authority’. 

Is it possible, then, to make a mark on a house you’ll never own, to carve a space for yourself in the corner of a sixteenth-century mansion, to celebrate a present that is not overwhelmed by the past? As I write this book, builders are creating a new home for us in the South Wing at Knole – just as previous Sackvilles have embarked on refurbishments every generation or so. Floorboards have been lifted, and layers of the house stripped back, unpeeling centuries not just of architectural and decorative detail, but of its private life too, as the house and its former inhabitants give up their secrets. Surrounded by packing cases, trunks of old papers and by piles of writing on Knole, I have spent two years of total immersion in the place; and have come to realise that whatever you do, you have to respect, and not fight against, that feel Knole has of fading magnificence, that magic which smoulders rather than sparkles. As new layers are applied, the question I often ask myself – and cannot answer yet – is this: In time, will those layers of today reveal lives that revelled in a glorious opportunity or ones that were swallowed up in the sheer mass of the place? Will the Knole I inhabit be a glittering Renaissance palace or a great, grey, ragstone sprawl?





Chapter 1

An Ancient Pile (1604–1608)

Thomas Sackville, 1st Earl of Dorset

As you walk out of the woods by Shot Tavern Gate, the turf falls away and there, settling into the gentle slopes of a classic English park below, lies what looks like a small town. A flag flutters from one battlemented tower, and a clock and belfry glitter in the summer haze above another, like the campanile of a Renaissance village. This approach to Knole – for the buildings below belong not to a village but to one of the largest privately owned houses in England – gives the walker the feeling of having wandered into a lost domain. 

The view from here has barely changed in centuries, creating a sense of enchantment not experienced on the three-mile drive from the M25. In and out of the shade of beech trees, the fallow deer step delicately, flicking their tails: descendants of the same flock that has been grazing the park for even longer than the family which owns it. For the past 400 years, Knole has been inhabited by thirteen generations of a single family, the Sackvilles. ‘Here have lived, for more centuries than I can count, the obscure generations of my own obscure family,’ observes the eponymous hero in Orlando, Virginia Woolf’s elegiac novel about Knole. 

Orlando, the great country-house novel of the interwar years, is part of a tradition that reaches back to the poems of Horace in the first century BC and survives well into the twentieth century: in the novels of Woolf’s lover, Vita Sackville-West (in The Edwardians, Chevron is Knole), of P. G. Wodehouse and Evelyn Waugh. The tradition was flourishing too in the first half of the seventeenth century, in a genre known as the country-house poem. Around 1612, four years after Knole had been rebuilt as the home of the Sackvilles, the dramatist and poet Ben Jonson wrote ‘To Penshurst’, a poem praising life in the Sidney family house, a mere eight miles from Knole. For some, the poem was an oblique criticism of Knole:



Thou art not, Penshurst, built to envious show,

Of touch, or marble; nor canst boast a row

Of polished pillars, or a roof of gold:

Thou hast no lantern, whereof tales are told;

Or stair, or courts: but standst an ancient pile,

And these grudged at, art reverenced the while.



Jonson, ruing the passing of an era, counterpoints the joys of life in the Sidney home with life in other less satisfactory houses, in particular those of the nouveaux riches – newly powerful noblemen such as Thomas Sackville who had made their money at court and now wanted a second home in the country to show it off. Penshurst was not ‘built to envious show’; nearby Knole, on the other hand, had many of the features of which Jonson disapproved: a ‘lantern’, ‘courts’ (seven of them, in fact), pillars, a grand staircase (painted in the most fashionable way), and chimney pieces of ‘touch’ (a black stone) or marble, rather than the natural, local materials enjoyed by Penshurst – the ‘better marks, of soil, of air,/Of wood, of water’. 

On the ideal estate described by Jonson and his contemporaries, the hall assumed a great importance. For it was here that everyone got together: where tenants presented their lord with the fruits of their labours in the fields – ‘a capon . . . a rural cake, some nuts, some apples’ – and where the lord, in turn, dispensed hospitality and good cheer: ‘Where the same beer and bread, and self-same wine,/That is his lordship’s, shall also be mine.’ At the time Jonson was writing, this style of life had long since disappeared, at least on a regular basis, as the family had gradually withdrawn from the hurly-burly of medieval communal life into more private spaces where they could entertain at leisure. But it was recalled with a nostalgia to which there was a politically conservative purpose. During the sixteenth century, fewer landowners tended to farm their estates directly, but received rents from tenants instead. Inevitably, a less personal relationship developed, with the country house becoming increasingly removed from its agricultural context. Jonson was implying, by contrast, that the older and more traditional manor estates were more socially cohesive, bound together by medieval customs and mutual obligations, and by a lord’s hospitality and good housekeeping. 

This implied criticism of Knole, in favour of Penshurst, is a little unfair. For Penshurst had passed into the Sidney family in 1552 – a head start of only half a century on their supposedly upstart neighbours, the Sackvilles. The Sidneys, too, had a taste for some of the fancy finishes applied to the interiors of Knole: although struggling financially, they borrowed one of the craftsmen from the Knole works to paint the imitation marble pillars in Lady Lisle’s banqueting house. In his funeral oration, George Abbot, Archbishop of Canterbury, praised Thomas Sackville, claiming that: ‘No nobleman was more given to hospitality, and keeping of a great house . . . for more than twenty years besides workmen and other hired, his number [of household at his various establishments] at the least hath been 220 daily, as appeared upon cheque-roll. A very rare example in this present age of ours, when housekeeping is so decayed.’ 

Knole, like Penshurst, had developed over time, with a core dating from the fourteenth or fifteenth century that had been added to and adapted in the sixteenth century. It, too, was an ‘ancient pile’, sprawling and settling comfortably into its landscape. In Knole and the Sackvilles, Vita Sackville-West described her ancestral home as ‘above all, an English house . . . I make bold to say it stoops to nothing either pretentious or meretricious. There is here no flourish of architecture, no ornament but the leopards.’ In the final paragraph of the first chapter, she concluded that, ‘Knole was no mere excrescence, no alien fabrication, no startling stranger seen between the beeches and the oaks. No other country but England could have produced it, and into no other country would it settle with such harmony and such quiet . . . It is not an incongruity like Blenheim or Chatsworth, foreign to the spirit of England. It is, rather, the greater relation of those small manor houses which hide themselves away so innumerably among the counties.’

Vita imagined Knole growing organically from the soil of south-east England, and then melting ‘into the green of the garden turf, into the tawnier green of the park beyond, into the blue of the pale English sky’. The Sackvilles, too, she saw as quintessentially English, like their home. But how does the relationship between a place and the people who live there start? And where do ideas about the changelessness of this relationship, about the ‘home’, originate? 



There is a portrait, in the National Portrait Gallery, of Thomas Sackville in 1604, the year he acquired Knole. He is seated at one end of a table with delegates to a peace conference from England and Spain – eleven of the most senior statesmen from two of Europe’s most powerful nations. A gentle breeze through the open window rustles the leaves of an indoor plant, bringing some relief during the eighteen conference sessions that took place in Somerset House that summer. The room in which they are sitting is luxuriantly furnished: walls hung with tapestries, the table covered with a rich ‘Turkey’ carpet, the chairs upholstered with silks and velvets. Could these have belonged to Thomas Sackville? When Robert Cecil, one of the five English delegates, had been searching around for suitably rich furnishings for the Somerset House conference, the Earl of Nottingham, another of the grandees in the portrait, told him that he had nothing suitable but that Thomas Sackville, now Earl of Dorset, owned the best chairs in London. 

All of these men shared a taste for fine things, a love of luxury characteristic of the Renaissance magnate. There is, for example, a list of jewels, described almost sensuously in Thomas’s will, in far greater detail than that applied to the estates he was bequeathing to his family. It was the buildings, though, that were to prove the greatest legacy of this group. There was a country-house building boom in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, reaching such a peak of competitive activity during the reign of King James I that Bishop Goodman observed that ‘no kingdom in this world spent so much in building as we did in his time’. These houses – known sometimes as ‘prodigy houses’ – were built by a group of lawyers, landowners, privy councillors and merchants, many of whom were self-made men rather than of ancient aristocratic lineage. They owed their success to holding office at court rather than to great feudal estates. The trend had been promoted by Queen Elizabeth I, who was famously stingy and chose, on royal progresses in the summer accompanied by a retinue of 150 privy councillors and retainers, to be put up for free in the great houses that her courtiers had built, or extended, for her use. The courtiers, in turn, hoped that a successful visit would result in favours from the monarch.

Sir Christopher Hatton built Holdenby; William Cecil, Lord Treasurer to Queen Elizabeth, built Burghley first, and then – for its commutable convenience – Theobalds, just ten miles north of London, in Hertfordshire, which Elizabeth visited thirteen times and treated almost as her own. It was at this Renaissance chateau, with its five courtyards and its front a quarter of a mile long, that Thomas Sackville, Cecil’s successor as Lord Treasurer, waited with Cecil’s son, Robert, in May 1604 to welcome King James I on his journey south into his new kingdom. In turn, Robert Cecil, Earl of Salisbury, succeeded Thomas Sackville as Lord Treasurer and spent almost £40,000 on Hatfield between 1607 and 1612. He died the same year as his house was completed, having passed only a few nights in the building. And Thomas Howard, Earl of Suffolk, who became Lord Treasurer in 1614, built Audley End of which James I observed wryly, on his one visit to the house, that it was too big for a king but fitting for a Lord Treasurer.

As children, we used to crawl through the spaces under the eaves of Knole, the very interstices of the house, and out onto the roofs. Here, daring each other to go just that one step farther towards the edge, we would catch unexpectedly giddy views of the skyline of turrets and finials, and the complex of courtyards below; and we would come right up close to those status symbols that meant so much to Thomas Sackville, Earl of Dorset, the first member of my family to live at Knole. The story of Thomas’s success is stamped on the lead drainpipes that directed rainwater into cisterns in the courtyards, in the form of an earl’s coronet and the initials ‘TD’ for Thomas Dorset and a date (1605 or 1607). It is shouted from the tops of the gables by twenty-seven heraldic stone leopards carrying the family coat of arms. Thomas’s tale is not exactly one of rags to riches, but a more typically Tudor one of country gentleman to aristocrat, of timber merchant and ironmaster in the Weald of Kent to courtier and statesman. 



Like most ambitious families of the time, the Sackvilles claimed that they had come to England with William the Conqueror, before settling first in Buckinghamshire and then at Buckhurst in Withyham in Sussex. There’s a seventeenth-century family tree at Knole that traces the lineage back to the early Middle Ages, one of the first stirrings of a cult of ancestor worship that permeates the history of Knole and the Sackvilles. Thomas’s grandfather, John Sackville, had married Anne Boleyn’s aunt, Margaret. This made Thomas, born in 1536 – the year in which Anne was executed – a second cousin, and therefore one of the closest relatives of Queen Elizabeth (she had few enough), on her accession to the throne in 1558. Thomas’s father, Richard, had been a lawyer, businessman and courtier, exploiting the lucrative opportunities afforded by public office (as future generations of the family were to do). As Chancellor of the Court of Augmentations, which administered the estates of monasteries dissolved by Henry VIII, Richard could cherry-pick former Church lands. This earned him a fortune and – according to the writer Robert Naunton, whose Fragmenta Regalia, or Observations on the late Queen Elizabeth, her Times and Favourites, was published the following century – the nickname ‘Fillsack’. Gradually the Sackvilles acquired larger estates. Many of these derived their income from the sale of timber to the Wealden iron works, which used charcoal to fuel the blast furnaces. Richard Sackville also invested directly in forges, and profited from the production of cast-iron guns.

Like his father, Thomas studied common law at the Inner Temple, which ‘bred and trained up’ generations of Tudor gentlemen for government and public life. Thomas was also an acclaimed poet. His published works include a contribution to The Mirror for Magistrates; and two acts of Gorboduc, the first blank-verse tragedy in English (his fellow lawyer Thomas Norton wrote the other three acts). The play was performed – complete with music and mimed fights – at the Inner Temple’s Christmas revels and, a couple of weeks later, before Queen Elizabeth herself at Whitehall in January 1562. ‘Full of stately speeches and well-sounding phrases,’ according to Sir Philip Sidney, it is little read today, although scholars view it as a minor landmark in English literature and an influence on Spenser and Shakespeare.

With one exception, however – a poem about old age – he had more or less stopped writing poetry by the time he was thirty, and had turned his literary skills (some 400 letters in his own handwriting have survived) to politics. It was a change of direction for Thomas, the Renaissance man and consummate courtier – the author, appropriately, of a sonnet commending Sir Thomas Hoby’s translation of Castiglione’s Il cortegiano to the reader. The Queen herself noted that he was ‘a scholar, and a traveller, and a Courtier of speciall estimation’ whose discourse was ‘judicious but yet wittie and delightfull’. 

On his father’s death, in April 1566, Thomas inherited a large fortune, a country house at Buckhurst, estates in Sussex and Kent, and in 1567 he was made Baron Buckhurst – one of only two completely new peerages created by Elizabeth. As he later recalled in his will, he had ‘receyved from her Majestie many special graces and favoures, as: first, in my younger yeres, being by her particular choice and liking, selected to a contynewall private attendance upon her owne person, and ymediately after my father’s decease, by calling me to be a Baron, and Piere of the realme’. His career as a courtier was taking off, and in 1570, at the age of thirty-four, he acquired a lease on Knole from John Dudley and William Lovelace for £1,000 each. It was his first, and short-lived, association with the house that was to become so inextricably linked with his name. 

At this stage in his life, however, he was abroad a lot and did not have the money to make the improvements he would later make. In any case, he did not even own the house outright. When Elizabeth I visited Knole in 1573, the house was described by the chronicler, John Nichols, as ‘her own house’, and Thomas received her not at Knole but at Westernhanger, another of the homes in his keeping. Who knows, perhaps he didn’t even like Knole that much, and in 1574 he assigned the lease to John Lennard, a local landowner, whose family would occupy the house for the next thirty years.

In March 1571, Thomas Sackville was chosen – for his charm and his rhetorical skills – as the Queen’s special envoy to France, to secure for Elizabeth a proposal of marriage from the French king’s younger brother, the Duc d’Anjou. It was thought that a marriage treaty with France would neutralise any threat to England from Spain, and might also resolve the question of the succession to the English throne after Elizabeth’s death. Throughout the 1560s, the House of Commons had repeatedly asked the Virgin Queen to marry and have children, or at least to name a successor (civil war caused by a disputed succession had, incidentally, been the warning message of Thomas Sackville’s Gorboduc). Although nothing came of the discussions Thomas had with Catherine de Medici, the duke’s mother, he continued to be selected for delicate missions. In November 1586, it was Thomas Sackville who had to break the news to Mary, Queen of Scots, imprisoned in Fotheringhay Castle, that she had been sentenced to death. So gently and compassionately did he fulfil his task that she presented him – or so family tradition alleges – with a wood carving of the procession to Calvary that is still in the chapel at Knole. In the absence of any documentary evidence, one of Knole’s many myths wraps itself around the place, like the ivy clinging to its walls.

Thomas Sackville’s most challenging royal commission, and the one that was to prove the most damaging politically, was his visit to the Low Countries in March 1587. Elizabeth had sent troops to support the Netherlands in their war against Spain, and was now asking Thomas to look into options for peace. His report on the situation there, after the recall to England of the Governor General, the Queen’s favourite, the Earl of Leicester, highlighted the mess that Leicester had made – and, in particular, the starving conditions of the English troops. Leicester kept up a stream of complaints against Thomas, with Elizabeth taking the side of her favourite. Thomas was banished from court and confined to his London home. ‘Because my hart doth best know, with what grete faith and dutie I have in this negotiation served Her Majesty,’ he wrote, ‘my greif is the greater to be thus deprived from the sight and presens of Her Majesty. That after so mainy cares, travels, sorowes and afflictions as in this servis I have suffred, I may yet at lencth receave the comfort of her prinsly face and presens.’

Thomas obeyed the Queen’s order so literally that he remained at home during his banishment, seeing no one, not even his wife and children: ‘a rare example of obedience, and observance unto his Soveraigne’, as the Queen herself observed. ‘Thus rolleth my fortune upon the wheel of sorrows and uncertainties, and my comfort still upon protractions,’ he wrote mournfully to Lord Burghley. He was fully restored to favour in 1588.

Thomas was rewarded for his years of loyal service to the Crown in national and local government by a string of offices, including as Privy Councillor (1586) and Chancellor of the University of Oxford (1591). But, most significantly of all, Elizabeth made him Lord Treasurer in 1599 (the equivalent of Chancellor of the Exchequer today), a post to which he was reappointed by James I in 1604. His anxious wait at Theobalds in May, and his attempts to win the confidence of the new monarch whose succession he had, with Robert Cecil, partly engineered, were also rewarded with an earldom – of Dorset.

Sandwiched between, and overshadowed by, William Cecil and his son Robert, Thomas was the archetypal Elizabethan statesman. As Robert Naunton later observed, in a somewhat backhanded compliment, the late Queen Elizabeth ‘might have had more cunning instruments, but none of a more strong judgement and confidence in his ways, which are symptoms of magnanimity and fidelity’.

There is a portrait of him, towards the end of his life, in the Great Hall at Knole, holding his wand of office as Lord Treasurer. This ‘grave Elizabethan, with the long, rather melancholy face’, and the heavy-lidded, hooded Sackville eyes, always reminded Vita Sackville-West of her grandfather, Lionel. They both shared a tendency to pessimism, to view the world and its vanities with a certain detachment. There’s a foxiness, too, in his fondness for furs. When, in 1600, one of his rivals, Lord Cobham, learned that Thomas’s two daughters had smallpox, he maliciously advised Robert Cecil that Thomas might catch it from them: ‘You know he doth ever wear furs. There is nothing that doth carry infection as much as furs doth.’

By the 1600s, Thomas Sackville’s estates were yielding around £6,000 in rents a year, making him one of the five wealthiest landowners in England. On top of this, there were his other business interests, and a pension from the King of Spain of £1,000 a year for his contribution to the peace treaty between Spain and England in 1604. Senior courtiers also benefited, as Thomas and Cecil did, from the administration of monopolies for goods such as starch (one of the most profitable industrial monopolies of the early seventeenth century because of its great demand in stiffening ruffs). There were the fees from the office of Lord Treasurer itself, which were worth about £4,000 a year (many times the tiny annual stipend of £365). And there were plenty of opportunities for bribes and backhanders – the ‘gleanings and purloinings of the Old Treasurer’, as one contemporary described them. Sometimes these were effected directly: a gift of silver plate to Lord Burghley to secure a wardship, for example. At other times, the transactions were more discreet, using family members to act as intermediaries. Thomas’s daughter, Anne, Lady Glemham, was occasionally used – taking a bribe of £100 here or there on behalf of her father to get a favour granted, a piece of business expedited. 

A whiff of impropriety follows Thomas, the old fox, but there was nothing unusual about this. Accusations of corruption attached themselves to many Elizabethan and Jacobean grandees, and were inevitable when private gain and public profit were so enmeshed; when, in the words of Edmund Spenser, writing about a courtier in 1590: ‘For to increase the common treasure’s store;/But his own treasure he increased more . . .’ Nevertheless, according to Bishop Goodman, ‘the greatest gettings were in Treasurer Dorset’s time’.

One of the features of the lord treasurership of Thomas Sackville’s predecessor, William Cecil, was the contracting, or farming, out of many of the functions of government. The trend to combine private gain with public profit accelerated while Thomas was Treasurer during the reign of James I, as the new regime was more extravagant than Queen Elizabeth’s. Even before his establishment of a unified customs system in 1604, Thomas had been slanderously accused before the Star Chamber of granting customs’ offices only ‘to those who will buy them from him’, thereby defrauding the Queen of £90,000 a year in customs’ revenue. In 1604, he established the Great Customs Farm, which collected much of the customs duty for the country in exchange for guaranteeing the Crown an annual rent of £112,400. It was awarded – for a substantial consideration – to a City syndicate run by two merchants, Sir William Garway and Francis Jones, who were, unsurprisingly, business associates of himself and Robert Cecil, Earl of Salisbury.

By 1604, Thomas was feeling his age. He was tired and in poor health, which might explain some of the criticisms made of him, by implication, in a report written by the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Sir Julius Caesar, in 1608. Sir Julius claimed that, in his ‘first two months and twenty days’ in office, Robert Cecil, Thomas’s successor as Lord Treasurer, wrote more letters (2,884) and collected more money ‘I dare confidently affirme’ than was ever ‘done by any Lord Treasurer of England in two yeares’. Thomas needed a country house near London, and he needed it to be suitably grand. And so he and his agents started to search for suitable properties. 

The establishment of an inheritance, the link between a place and its people, acquires a dignity and an inevitability with the passing of the years: a sense somehow that the Sackvilles themselves sprung from the sandy soils of Kent, rather than the sodden clays of the Sussex Weald. And yet the story could have been very different, for the 400-year association of the Sackvilles with Knole rested on the most slender of circumstances. 

The Sackville roots were in Sussex, rather than Kent. This is where most of the lands that were the source of their political power lay. Thomas had been elected as Member of Parliament for East Grinstead in 1558, was Lord Lieutenant of Sussex, and controlled many of the parliamentary seats in the county. In the 1570s and 1580s, he lived mostly at Lewes, using his park at Buckhurst for hunting. As he grew older, it was to Sussex that he still looked for his roots. Like other courtiers of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, who established buildings for the good of the community and the glory of their name, in or near their home towns, Thomas directed his own acts of charity to Sussex. He left £1,000 in his will to build a granary in Lewes, with £2,000 towards stocking it with wheat, against times of hardship, and £1,000 towards the chapel at Withyham. For similar reasons, his son Robert was to endow a charitable institution, to be known as Sackville College, in East Grinstead. Quite naturally, it was beneath Withyham church that Thomas chose to be buried, instructing in his will that he wished to be interred there ‘amongst the rest of my Progenitors’. So deep was the Sackville attachment to Sussex that the Sackville crypt at Withyham remained the family burial place until the twentieth century, and possibly beyond. 

It would have been equally natural, therefore, for Thomas to have chosen Sussex – and, in particular, Buckhurst – as the site of his show house. And, yes, there were plans for one. Among the papers of the surveyor John Thorpe, there exists a design, probably drafted between 1599 and 1603, for a huge house at Buckhurst. It was to be centred around a great courtyard, with two smaller ones (and a tennis court) flanking it: a house more than fitting for a Lord Treasurer. No such house was ever built, and all that remains of the Sackvilles’ original ancestral seat in Sussex is a forlorn, forsaken Tudor gatehouse.

So why did Thomas plump for Knole rather than Buckhurst? During the course of long – and unsuccessful – negotiations with Sir Robert Sidney for the hunting park and lodge at Otford, four miles from Knole, and like Knole on the estate of a former archbishop’s and then royal palace, Thomas explained that he had ‘no place near London to retire unto’. As he grew richer, and began acquiring more land in Sussex and Kent, he had begun casting around for a country residence in addition to Dorset House in London, which he was renovating. The roads around Buckhurst were notoriously bad in the seventeenth century: low-lying and waterlogged in winter, in contrast to the higher, well-drained roads around Knole. The mess made by the steady churn of carts, carrying iron and transporting trees from the Sussex Weald to the dockyards at Woolwich and Chatham, was exacerbated by the particularly heavy rains of 1594–97, making the journey long and uncomfortable for an old man suffering from rheumatism. Since 1601, Thomas had been renting West Horsley Place in Surrey from his son-in-law and for the last seven years of his life this became his main residence – the place he retired to when he thought he was dying in 1607. But he didn’t own this house, whereas from 1605 he did own Knole.

One of the consequences of choosing Knole, rather than Buckhurst, was a curious sense of dislocation. Knole was a magnificent house, but it was miles away from the Sackville heartlands on the edge of Ashdown Forest, and never had the estates to support it. The area around Buckhurst, on the other hand, lay at the centre of the Sackville powerbase from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century. Substantial additions were made to the house at Buckhurst in the eighteenth century and even when, in 1870, the last direct Sackville descendant died, and the estates were divided, Buckhurst passed to the elder son and Knole to the younger one. Knole, one of the greatest houses in the country, became the junior inheritance. The implications of this reverberated down the centuries: Thomas had sowed the seeds of future controversy and a great nineteenth-century inheritance battle.



Tradition has it that, in 1566, Elizabeth I gave Knole to her cousin and councillor, Thomas Sackville, ‘to keep him near her court and councils, that he might repair thither, in any emergency’. Like so many other myths, this probably originated in the eighteenth century and then resurfaced in an early nineteenth-century guidebook. It has been scrupulously repeated ever since, buffed and burnished until it has almost begun to acquire the patina of truth. But there is no documentary evidence for such a gift. The maze of property negotiations leading to Thomas’s ownership of Knole conceals a less romantic story, but one that is perhaps a truer reflection of his character and the politics of the age. 

In 1604, Thomas bought the lease on Knole (which still had another sixty-one years to run) from John Lennard’s son, Sampson, for £4,000. On 5 April 1605, the Crown, which still owned the freehold on the property, sold this to Rowland White and others for £220 6s. 8d., and two days later, Thomas bought it off them for £2,500. Thomas Sackville had become the freehold owner of Knole – without the encumbrance of any sitting tenants. What lay behind this labyrinth of property deals?

One of Thomas’s responsibilities as Lord Treasurer was the sale of Crown lands. Had he negotiated the sale of the freehold of Knole directly to himself, he might have aroused the suspicions of the King and the envy of his colleagues. But by authorising the sale to Rowland White and others, and then buying it back off them, he covered the paper trail with a thin veil of propriety. 

And so, at the age of almost seventy, Thomas Sackville embarked on a massive building programme. A set of accounts, from 2 July 1607 to 5 May 1608, survives – itemising expenditure at Knole and elsewhere of £4,107 11s. 9d. The building works lasted from 1605 to 1608, so expenditure during this ten-month window should be multiplied several times to get a clear idea of the amounts spent overall. What is remarkable about these accounts, though, is that we now know who the craftsmen and builders actually were: Thomas Bickford, Locksmyth (£80); Thomas Mefflyn, Glasier; William Halsey, Plommer; John Pasmar, Brasier; Andrew Kerwin for 11 tonnes of Oxfordshire stone; John Lewgar, Coffermaker; Robert Wright, ironmonger; Richard Singleton, Upholsterer; Henry Waller, Joyner; George White for ‘60 wainscottes’; Thomas Holmden for building charges; Martin van Benthem and Henry Holdernes for painting and gilding the pattern of a frame for a picture; and payments, of course, for soft furnishings, damask, linen, featherdressers. The references in the accounts that link these names to Knole, and to particular pieces of work there, animate the place in much the same way as the air bubbles trapped in a pane of glass in the house are relicts of the breath of a long-dead glazier. 

The names of one group of craftsmen crop up time and again. ‘Richard Dungan, the Ks. Plaisterer . . . for Fretts and plaistering worke at Knoll . . . £140 0s. 0d.’; ‘William Portinton, the Ks. Carpenter in discharge of a bill for 300 of deale bordes at £5 10s. 0d. the

Hundred, for Spruce deales at 4/– the peece and watercarriage

and other things for Knoll . . . £20 12s. 6d.’; ‘Cornelius Cuer,

Freemason, for stones for a chimney piece in the Withdrawing Chamber at Knoll’.

All of these were master craftsmen in the King’s Works, the largest building organisation in the country. One of the great privileges of the Lord Treasurer’s office was control of the King’s Works’ staff and access to its master craftsmen (although paid for on private business by the Treasurer himself). Cornelius Cure, for example, was Master Mason in the Office of Works, a man ‘honest, erect and full of invention . . . having sen muck worke in forrein places’. At his workshop in Southwark – an area of London where many of these craftsmen were based – he specialised in monumental sculpture, including fountains designed for Greenwich Palace and Hampton Court, and a tomb for Westminster Abbey, in memory of Mary Stuart (commissioned by Thomas Sackville on behalf of King James in 1606). William Portington, the Master Carpenter at Knole, enjoyed royal patronage too, as did Richard Dungan, who worked on the elaborate plasterwork ceilings in the great chambers and galleries at the house. 

From 1605 these master craftsmen joined hundreds of painters and plasterers, woodcarvers and stonemasons at Knole. Working Monday to Saturday, dawn till dusk, the craftsmen (other than the very skilled masons and carpenters) earned around twelve pence a day and the labourers around eight pence. There was no architect in the modern sense of the term, as a person whose vision and grasp of three-dimensional space determined, in advance and in detail, how the building was to be shaped. Fairly elementary plans and elevations were prepared by a surveyor (often a former master craftsman), and these were adapted as they progressed to working drawings and full-size templates. Individual craftsmen would have made changes, and so would the owner – at the last minute – without much thought to the consequences of the alteration to the finished design. And so the building would have staggered towards completion, the sum of a mass of different parts – of chimneypieces, staircases, screens, colonnades, wainscots – rather than a necessarily coherent whole.

The estate resounded to the thud of pickaxes from the pits, or ‘petts’, opened up on the edge of the park, where Kentish ragstone for the house was quarried; to the rasp from the sawpits, dug in the woods, where timber was sawn into floorboards; to the clatter of horse-drawn carts bringing more valuable stone from Purbeck in Dorset, and lead for the roofs and guttering from the mines of Derbyshire or the Mendips; to the grinding of cranes and lifting gear as stone was hoisted onto precarious wooden scaffolds. Above all this activity floated little clouds of evil-smelling smoke from the temporary kilns, where lime was manufactured for use in mortar and plaster. 

The focus of all these sounds and smells was Thomas’s new home: a house that had grown from a manor house in the fourteenth century, to a mansion belonging to the Archbishops of Canterbury in the fifteenth century, to a royal palace in the sixteenth century. Thomas wanted to soften the massive severity of the house, to bring touches of the modern age to his medieval home. He wanted greater domestic comfort; but most of all, he wanted to proclaim to the world his personal wealth and status as a senior statesman. 

Sixteenth-century ideas about the structure of the universe and the natural order of things were reflected in architecture in a respect for symmetry and proportion. To add an impression of symmetry and order to the west façade, which incorporated in rather ramshackle fashion Archbishop Bourchier’s original gatehouse, Thomas Sackville added a two-storeyed bay, topped with a gable, on either side of Bourchier’s Tower. He enclosed the timber galleries around the Stone Court and faced them with stone, and at the far end of the courtyard he added a Doric colonnade to disguise the fact that the passage leading to the Great Hall was – as with most medieval halls – off-centre. He extended the east front, and altered it, introducing a series of eight timber-framed gables at second-floor level. On the south front, he built a colonnade with seven marble arches, to create an elegant, ordered façade. This Renaissance aspect to the house contrasts strikingly with the simple severity of the west front and with the looming bulk of the north front, where the outbuildings – a barn, an old brewhouse, a granary, and workshops for carpenters, bricklayers and painters – cluster higgledy-piggledy beneath the main tower, like the yards and farm buildings of a medieval village. Along at least two fronts of the house, he added shaped gables topped with carved stone leopard finials. And he introduced windows throughout.

Having just completed a major refurbishment of one wing at Knole, I am sensitive to some of the challenges of a courtyard house, the spatial problems with which my ancestors wrestled and the solutions (or perhaps bodges) they devised. The biggest problem has always been the location of the staircases. Thomas would have found a number of spiral stairs at Knole, most of them set into the corners of courtyards, and to these he added at least two very fine new staircases. These were designed not just for circulation from the ground floor to the upper floors, and down again, in one continuous flow, but also with a grander social purpose in mind. 

The more imposing of the two staircases led from the Great Hall to the Great Chamber, where Thomas would have intended to do most of his entertaining. This was the style of room described, in an exactly contemporary set of household regulations from 1604, as ‘the place of state, where the lord keepeth his presence’. Here, the craftsmen of the King’s Works installed a plasterwork ceiling (by Richard Dungan), carved panelling and a frieze around the walls (by William Portington), and a magnificent marble and alabaster chimneypiece (by Cornelius Cure). The carved musical instruments above the fireplace suggest that this was a room for music, dancing and masques, performed by members of the household, as well as for eating.

The lord and his family would usually have retired to the Withdrawing Room next door for meals and privacy. But on grander occasions, they would have escorted a particularly distinguished guest in a ceremonial procession along the main gallery (with its floorboards then covered in rush matting) to the principal bedchamber, the King’s Room. As the name suggests, this was designed to accommodate James I, should he visit Knole. 

In many ways, a visitor to Knole today follows the same route as a grandee of the early seventeenth century: sweeping along the main axis of the house through two apparently symmetrical courtyards, the Green Court and the Stone Court, into the Great Hall, before processing up the Great Staircase to the door of the Great Chamber and along a parade of withdrawing rooms and long galleries, with splendid vistas, to the principal bedroom suites. 

The Great Staircase was a crucial feature in the stately progress around a house of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century. Due to greater sophistication in joinery, the spiral staircase which had previously connected the Great Hall to the Great Chamber was replaced by an open-well wooden staircase, its walls inviting splendid painting. Every surface of the Great Staircase is covered in paintings, mostly by Paul Isaacson. In this scheme, climbing the stairs represents not just a social ascent – towards the splendour and exclusivity of the first floor – but a spiritual one as well: a metaphor for the journey through life. 

On the ground floor, man’s earthly existence is shown in scenes from The Four Ages of Man. This was a theme very familiar to Thomas and his contemporaries. Indeed, he had addressed it himself in the one poem that he is known to have written some time between 1566 and 1574, after he had forsaken the world of poetry for public life. In ‘Sacvyles Olde Age’, as the poem was titled by the person who transcribed it, Thomas muses on the transitoriness of life, mourning the end of his ‘fresh grene yeres’ and ‘youthfull daies’ (he was in his thirties and on his first tenancy of Knole when he wrote it), as he leaves the spring and summer of his youth for the autumn fruitfulness of his prime. In the conventional wisdom of the day, which ascribed different activities as appropriate for different ages, now was the time to put away ‘youthfull toyes’ and ‘false deliygtes’ (including reading poetry) and to focus on his public responsibilities. 

The idea is that, as you mount the stairs, you acquire a literally heightened awareness, through experience (in this case, visual), of The Five Senses, and your understanding and wisdom increase in preparation for a life after death. Less earth-bound, you begin to appreciate an order where, in wall-painted scenes of the Virtues conquering the Vices, Peace overcomes War, Justice triumphs over Evil, and Wisdom treads Ignorance underfoot. It was the sort of improving allegory of which the Tudors and Jacobeans were inordinately fond. Old age and death are inevitable, but a virtuous life may be a route to salvation. In his own bid for immortality, Thomas piously ended his poem on old age, by dedicating his future to praising ‘the hevenly kynge that lives for aye’. 

The interior decoration at Knole was, if anything, more important than the outside changes. To imagine what the rooms actually looked like then, you simply have to strip them in your mind’s eye of all the existing furniture, including the fussy eighteenth- and nineteenth-century furniture, the Old Master paintings, the eighteenth-century portraits, and to furnish them sparsely instead with a few pieces of furniture, and some wall hangings and tapestries here, or a brightly coloured Turkey rug there, for warmth and decoration. The elaborate screens, ceilings and friezes were all the decoration that Thomas Sackville needed to convey an impression of grandeur and refinement. 

The oak screen at one end of the Great Hall, for example, is monstrously exuberant: a riot of weird creatures, caryatids and heraldic beasts carved by William Portington. The Elizabethans and Jacobeans loved ingenious devices, symbols, hieroglyphs – anything whose meaning took a little time to unravel, and consequently conferred on both the builder and his guest the self-congratulatory pat on the back of a puzzle well set and well solved. The lattice windows at the top of the screen conceal a musicians’ gallery, where a small orchestra would have performed to the guests below. It was another statement of Thomas as a man of taste and refinement. In his will, he made extraordinary provision for his musicians, ‘some for the voice and some for the Instrument’, who had given him ‘muche Recreation and Contentation with their delightfull harmonye’ after his ‘many longe laboures and paynefull travels of the daye’.

Just as specific pieces of handiwork can be traced, through the accounts, to individual craftsmen, the designs on which they were based can be traced quite precisely to treatises on architecture that were fashionable at the time. The motifs on the hall screen, for example, were based on plates in Jan Vredeman de Vries’s Architectura, which was published in 1565 and had a great influence on architectural decoration in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. So too was the strapwork of the pilasters in the Great Chamber, and the decoration of scrollwork and hunting dogs that leap across the chimneypiece in our dining room. The scenes on the Great Staircase, such as The Four Ages of Man and the Virtues, came from the works of Maarten de Vos published in 1596. 

These matches, and copies, show how the design scheme for Knole was assembled. They are also an example, more generally, of the Renaissance in action in England: of how ideas, or at least motifs, spread. Thomas Sackville had been on grand tours of France and Italy in the 1560s, where he must have seen many of the new Renaissance buildings. He and his master craftsmen would also have been familiar with the pattern books, newly printed in France, Italy or the Netherlands, which circulated amongst a small group of builders, like source books or design magazines today, providing inspiration and templates. Patrons swapped ideas, and recommended – and poached craftsmen – to and from each other. Designs were adapted and spread across England, site by site, gradually creating a distinctive national style. This did not mean that the English builders necessarily understood the philosophy and intellectual principles that underlay the Renaissance approach to architecture: merely that they liked some of the devices, which they could then graft, in a pick-and-mix way, on to a more homegrown tradition. 

In 1624 the author and diplomat Sir Henry Wotton described the various roles of the country house: ‘Every man’s proper Mansion House, being the Theater of his Hospitality, the Seate of Self-fruition, the Comfortablest part of his owne life, the Noblest of his Sonnes Inheritance, a kind of private Princedome.’ Knole was all these things to Thomas Sackville: a home, a status symbol in an age of great status anxiety, and an opportunity to display his learning and wit, in the classical references of its ornamentation and the ingenuity of its elaborate devices. Knole was also his bid for immortality, his attempt to outwit death. The profusion of initials and heraldic devices all over the house announced the final arrival of a family whose spectacular success over the past century had made it one of the most powerful in England. 

Thomas had begun to work on his legacy. He was worn out by his job as Lord Treasurer, which was made all the more difficult by King James I’s extravagance. He had failed to solve the fundamental financial problems of the realm, and by 1608, after five years of peace, the Crown’s debts stood at almost £600,000 – six times the net debt left by Elizabeth. As early as July 1599, he had written to Sir Robert Cecil that his physicians had told him ‘not to use reading or writing for a while’. He had been complaining about a cough for years, but in May 1607 this had got so bad that ‘only time, aier and free from business, must help this rooted cold and cough of mine, so fast fixed in me’. 

By June he was ‘in such extremitie of sicknesse’ that, prematurely, ‘it was a common and constant report all over London, that I was dead’. King James had a gold ring, set with twenty diamonds, delivered to him on his sick bed at his Surrey home, with the hopes for ‘a speedie and perfect recoverie’ and a life ‘as long as the diamonds in that ring did endure’. The present did the trick and, according to Thomas, ‘restored a new life unto me’. But his near-death experience prepared him, perhaps, for death, and prompted him to write a will. 

Dated August 1607, some eight months before he died, the will runs to fifty-one pages, and was written, according to George Abbot, by Thomas himself. In it, Thomas – the survivor of five reigns, the owner of much of Sussex, the Lord Treasurer – exhibits a strong sense of self, status and ancestry. He describes how his funeral is ‘to be performed without unnecessary and superfluous pompe, and yet within that comelie order, honoure, and decencye, as apperteynethe to the state and dignitie of so noble a degree, and to so high a place, as in this most renowned common-wealth’. The opening is a scene-setter, a reminder of the transitory nature of life. 

‘It is a trueth infallible,’ writes Thomas, 



that we are borne to die; That nothing in this world more certaine than death, nothing more incertaine then the houre of death, and that no creature living knoweth, neither when, where, nor how it shall please Almighty God to call him out of this mortall life: So as here we live every houre, nay every instant a thousand waies subject to the sudden stroke of death, which ought to terrifie, teach and warne us to make our selves ready as well in the preparation of our soules to God, as by the disposition of all our earthly fortunes to the world, whensoever it shall please the heavenly power to call us from this miserable and transitory life unto that blessed and everlasting to come.



When he came to the disposition of his earthly fortunes, Thomas had very precise instructions about the ring. This should pass as an heirloom from ‘heir male to heir male’ in perpetuity, with a message, 



that I and mine may for ever and ever become more and more thankfull, (at least if it be possibly in me) for so great honours, graces and favours, as this most clement and renowned King hath thus most gratiously vouchsafed unto me; the remembrance of which, because it may never die but be perpetually recorded in the mindes of those, that by grace & goodnesse of almighty God, both now are, & hereafter shall be the lineall stripe and succession of my house and family, to serve both him & his . . . if ever occasion may or shall be offered to any of my posteritie to do his Majestie or any of his any acceptable service hereafter then let them hold & esteeme themselves most happie if with the expence of life, & of all the fortunes that this world shall give them, they may actually approve and witnesse with effect, that they are not onely most loyall and dutifull vassals to this Imperiall Crowne, but also the most humble, faithfull, and thankfull sonnes and sequell of such a servant . . .

The ring, held in almost sacred trust, was Thomas’s attempt to bind his successors to the monarch: a physical memento to posterity of the rewards of loyalty to the Crown. Many of his successors took his advice to heart, to the greater glory of Knole which was first built and then furnished on the profits of public office (although they do appear to have mislaid the ring). Thomas’s will was the first explicit reference to an inheritance of house and family in the history of Knole. It articulated some of the themes that would dominate the story of the Sackville inheritance over the following centuries, and the cares that would preoccupy future generations of the family.

For Thomas, the stroke of death was sudden indeed. On 19 April 1608 he dropped dead at a meeting of the Privy Council in Whitehall. At his funeral at Westminster Abbey on 26 May 1608, George Abbot, who had been Thomas’s private chaplain and was now Archbishop of Canterbury, took as the text for his sermon Isaiah 40.6–7 ‘All flesh is grass, and all the grace thereof is as the flower of the field./The grass withereth, the flower fadeth, because the spirit of the Lord bloweth upon it.’ Musings on mortality and an account of Sackville’s life followed, structured around the ages of man. Abbot quoted no less an authority on Thomas Sackville than ‘a witness beyond all exception; and that is the late Queene of everlasting memorie . . . [who had] been pleased to decipher out his life’ by ‘seven steps or degrees’. The first three steps concerned his time as ‘a scholar, a traveller, and a Courtier’. The fourth step of his life, ‘noted by her most sacred Maiestie, was his imployment of higher nature, in Embassies beyond the seas’, that is, the mission to France in 1571 and to the Netherlands in 1587. Steps five, six and seven referred to his banishment from court in 1587, his role as a privy councillor, and his time as Lord High Treasurer, ‘in which place . . . [the Queen] noted the continuall, and excessive paines, and care which his Lordship did take in her business, his fidelitie in his advices, his dexterity in advancing of her profit’.

Thomas had had very little time to enjoy for himself the transformation that he had initiated at Knole. His new home was not a new-build like Burghley or Hatfield. What he had done was to graft a sense of order and elegance on to the late-medieval mansion that had been there before. The result, close-up, is often quite awkward and ungainly. At the time of his death in 1608, Thomas’s remodelling of Knole was barely complete. James I never came to the house in whose honour the works had been undertaken. The great irony was that the house was already almost out of date, and certainly far too big. Built to accommodate a household, whose exceptional size was already an anachronism, Knole looked back to the late Middle Ages rather than forward to embrace modern realities. What had been intended as a monument to a new dynasty was in danger of becoming a mausoleum for the hopes of generations of Sackvilles to come.
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