
Wenlock Abbey. 1857 - 1919.

On Tuesday 4th April the History Group were privileged to 
welcome Dr Cynthia Gamble, Honorary Research Fellow and 
Chairman of the Ruskin Society, and William Motley, a great-
great grandson of Charles and Lady Catherine Milnes Gaskell, 
to deliver their illustrated talk on Wenlock Abbey.  The 
presentation traced the rescue and transformation of this 
Shropshire country house between 1857 – 1919; and the 
fascinating links created with a range of literary, artistic and 
political figures of the Victorian era.

The early history of the site was outlined with evidence of an 
early Roman villa before its transformation into a Saxon 
convent and subsequently a Cluniac priory until 1540.  This 
development was illustrated by many images of the 
architectural details of these religious buildings alongside the 
ancient artefacts discovered on the premises.  The house was 
described by Nicholas Pevsner as “one of the finest example of 
domestic architecture in England about the year 1500.”

As a private residence, the property passed through the hands 
of Henry VIII’s doctor, through Thomas Lawley to Robert Bertie 
and Thomas Gage before coming into the possession of the 
Williams-Wynn family.  Sadly during this later period the 
building suffered from neglect with substantial amounts of 
stone being removed, and the grounds employed as a 



farmyard.  Nevertheless the picturesque ruins proved to be a 
magnet for many artists, including J.M.W. Turner and John 
Ruskin, and several of these rarely-seen images were shared 
with the audience. Only in 1857, following the purchase of ‘The 
Abbey’ by James Milnes Gaskell, was the restoration and 
renovation of this historic site finally undertaken by the family 
who were to remain in occupation until the 1980s.

The preservation of the visitors’ book from 1860s to 1920 has 
revealed the magnificent record of characters entertained at 
Wenlock Abbey ranging from famous writers such as Henry 
James and Thomas Hardy through to noted politicians, 
scientists and businessmen who all contributed to 
contemporary debate at the salon hosted by Lady Catherine.  
Artistic portraits and early photographs of the family brought 
these characters to life; and an embroidered curtain, created by
Lady Catherine and featured on the cover of Cynthia’s book, 
was made available for close examination.

Many members took the opportunity to purchase Cynthia’s 
most detailed and fascinating study of the Milnes Gaskell family
and copies are also available from Julie Tipton who deserves 
particular thanks for her help in organising this excellent talk.


