
Here is the text of a brochure describing Whitworth Hall in Durham, 

England, owned by the Shafto family from 1652 to 1981.  It is open to 

visitors.  Also attached is a text file - lots of interesting Shafto 

history within. 

 

 

     WHITWORTH HALL & GARDENS 

 

 

 

   "Birth Place of Bobbie Shafto" 

 

 

 

 

Whitworth Hall & Gardens, Whitworth Park, Spennymoor, Co. Durham. 

DL16 70X 

                    Tel: 0388 720 849     Fax: 0388 721 415 

 

 

HISTORY OF WHITWORTH HALL AND CHURCH 

The earliest mention of its proprietors appears in the Boldon Book, 

which records that in 1183 the Manor was held by Thomas de Acle, by the 

free service of the fourth part of a Knight's fee.  Thomas de Acle 

(Aycliffe) appears to have been the tenant of Woodham, near Aycliffe, 

holding it by military service to the King. The owner of Whitworth up 

to that time had been a country squire, but he was now raised to the 

dignity of knighthood. 

 

Whitworth is ancient freehold and was at no time attached to the 

Monastery at Merrington. The exact date of the foundation of Whitworth 

Church is not known, but it is certain that it existed as a Chapel of 

Ease to Merrington somewhere about this period and it is quite within 

the bounds of possibility that it was part of the bargain with the 

Bishop that the Lord of Whitworth was to build and endow a chapel close 

to his mansion. 

There is a stone effigy lying in Whitworth churchyard of a knight in 

armour. 

The crossed legs suggest that he was a Crusader and the elevated sword 

may be taken to indicate that he died in battle. The only Lord of 

Whitworth who is known to have lived in the time of the Crusades is 

Thomas de Acle and so the inference may fairly be drawn that the effigy 

in the churchyard is that of the worthy knight himself.  

 

It is probable that from this time he became known as Thomas de 

Whitworth, Whitworth being a more considerable estate than Woodham.  

Anyhow it is clear that by 126, the Lords of Woodham had taken the name 

of Whitworth, for in that year the attestation of Thomas de Whitworth 

appears on a document still in existence.  The name appears in later 

records over and over again, in fact one Thomas de Qwyteworthe, who 

lived in the first half of the fourteenth century, appears to have been 

quite in demand as a witness to ecclesiastical documents. The evolution 

of the name Whitworth is of interest. It began as Qwyteworthe and 

within a single century it passed 

through the stages of Qwitteworth, Wyteworthe and Witewre before it 

settled into Whitworth.  The effigy in the churchyard is rapidly 

deteriorating in consequence of its exposed situation. It is a really 



fine piece of workmanship and deserves better treatment than is 

accorded to it at present. 

The limbs are beautifully chiselled and the shield and naked sword and 

the quaint cylindrical helmet with apertures for the sight and the 

joints arranged in the form of a cross are still to be discerned. The 

feet of the knight rest upon a writhing figure, symbolical of a crushed 

Saracen and by his side is a pet dog.  

Another effigy adjoining is that of a lady, the head resting on a 

cushion and the hands clasped in the attitude of prayer, but the 

features have been destroyed and the figure is broken in two halves. 

The body is robed in a loose gown and a cloak or mantle hangs from the 

shoulders. 

 

In 1335 Alexander de Whitworth (Lord of Woodham) died and was succeeded 

by his son Thomas, father probably of a second Alexander, who left the 

estate to John de Whitworth, his brother and heir in 1356.   

The manor is mentioned no more until the year 1420. It was then in the 

possession of the Nevilles. 

 

This great house had now attained the height of its power. It had 

bought up all the available land in the locality and its possessions 

extended in an almost unbroken line from Raby to Brancepeth.  

 

The Nevilles not only acquired Whitworth, but Old Park, Byers Green, 

Newfield and Tudhoe as well and in 1420, Ralph Neville, Earl of 

Westmorland, obtained a license from Bishop Langley to impark 40 acres 

of land at Whitworth. This was the commencement of Whitworth Park and 

the grant of the Bishop gave authority to proceed against 

poachers. 

 

The Nevilles held the Whitworth estate up to the time of the Northern 

Rebellion in 1569, when it became forfeited to the Crown on account of 

their complicity in the rebellion. The next owner of Whitworth and 

Tudhoe was no other than Queen Elizabeth herself. 

Strange to say it is at this period that we first meet with another of 

the ancient families still represented in the district, namely the 

Shaftos. They appear to have been a border family and at the Raid of 

the Redesquair in 1575, a trumpery border quarrel, the survival of the 

old feud between the Scots and the English.  The battle cry of the 

English raiders was 'A Schaftan and a Fenwick'. The story of the Raid 

is related in an old border ballad included in Sir Walter Scott's 

collection and apparently the representative of the Shafto family was 

wounded in the affray, for the ballad says: 

  Young Henry Schaftan he is hurt.   

  A souldier shot him wi' a bow. 

 

The Shafto's can, however, carry their ancestry back to a much earlier 

period than this.  In the year 1135 the head of the family was John 

Foliot, Lord of Fenwick. His grandson Cuthbert married the heiress of 

Roger Melwick, Lord of Shafto and Thomas Foliot, the son of Cuthbert, 

who appears to have resided at Shafto Crag, changed the family name 

from Foliot to Shafto.  In approximately 1615 several small freeholds 

were made in Whitworth by sale of lands from the 

Crown, but for the greater portion of the estate, with the manorial 

rights, had passed into the possession of Thomas Watson, who was 

previously a tenant under the Earl of Westmorland. 



The parson of Whitworth from 1628 was Stephen Heg. He held the living 

from 1628 to 1661, and like the celebrated Vicar of Bray, he changed 

his principles to order. In 1645 he records in the Church Register 

'James, son of Ambrose Bell, of Tudhoe, was the last baptism with the 

book of Common Prayer' and in 1661 'Charles the second proclaimed in 

London.  May the 8th and at Durham, May the 12th, on which day I, 

Stephen Heg, began to use again the Book of Common Prayer'. 

He seems to have allowed Cromwell's party to have things very much 

their ownway. The Whitworth Register records a couple of marriages 

performed by officers in Cromwell's army. 'James Crosby of Ferryhill 

and Arnie Gray were married ye 28th day of November, 1653'.  At Durham 

in the presence of the Mayor for the time being. 

 

George Adamson and Jane Trotter were married by Colonel Francis Wren of 

Spennymoor as he was going to Durham July 11th, 1654. 

 

The owner of Whitworth in the time of Charles I was William Baxter of 

Corbridge, who married the granddaughter of Thomas Watson.  He was a 

loyal supporter of the King, supplying him with substantial aid. During 

the Commonwealth he was compelled by the Court of Sequestration to 

choose between forfeiting his estate and paying a fine of L247.l Os.Od.  

He paid the fine, but he had to sell the estate to do it, and so in 

1652, it came by purchase into the possession of Mark Shafto, the third 

son of Robert Shafto, Sheriff of Newcastle. Mark Shafto was known to 

his contemporaries as   Six-bottle-Mark, in compliment to his capacity 

for port wine.  A tablet  on the wall of Whitworth Church makes 

delicate allusion in Latin to his  fondness for the bottle.   

It says 'He was a most estimable man, in all his life amiable, and an 

example of piety towards God, liberality towards the poor, hilarity 

among friends, humanity toward all, easier to be praised than 

imitated'.  

 

The Register of Merrington Church has an entry under the date 1650 that 

'Mr. Robert Shafto, of Newcastle and Mrs. Ann Hall of Great Chilton, 

were married the 2nd day of January by Mr. Greene de Crocksdale, ye 

Curate'.  Robert Shafto was probably an elder brother of Mark, and it 

is possible that Mark may have ascertained through this alliance that 

Whitworth was for sale.  Mark Shafto was succeeded by his son and then 

by his grandson, Robert Shafto Serjeant-at-law, who was knighted in 

1677 by Charles the Second at Whitehall and married a niece of the 

great Sir Thomas Fairfax, Commander -in- Chief of the Parliamentary 

army. 

 

Going back for a time to Whitworth, we find that Sir Robert Shafto was 

succeeded by his son, Mark, who was appointed High Sheriff of the 

County in1709 and died in 1713.  His eldest son, Robert Shafto then 

succeeded to the estate.  He entered Parliament and received the honour 

of Knighthood, but died without issue, leaving his brother John, who 

also sat for the County, his heir at law.   

The son of John Shafto was the 'Bonnie Bobbie Shafto' of the well known 

ballad, who was born at Whitworth: 

 

Bobbie Shafto's bright and fair, 

Combing down his yellow hair, 

He's my ain for evermair, 

Hey for Bobbie Shafto. 

 



Bobbie Shafto, went to Court, 

All in Gold and Silver Wrought, 

Like a Grandee as he ought, 

Bonnie Bobbie Shafto. 

 

All the Ribbons flying about, 

All the ladies looking out, 

Clapping their hands and giving a Shout, 

Hurrah for Bobbie Shafto. 

 

Bobbie Shafto rode a race, 

Well I mind His bonnie face, 

Won it in a tearing pace, 

Bonnie Bobbie Shafto. 

 

Bobbie Shafto throws his Gold, 

Right and Left like Knights of Old, 

Now were left out in the cold, 

Bonnie Bobbie Shafto. 

 

Bobbie Shafto's gone to sea, 

Wi' silver buckles on his knee. 

When he comes back he'll Marry Me. 

Bonnie Bobbie Shafto. 

 

Poor Miss Ballasyse, the heiress of Brancepeth, died for love of him in 

the fear that he married Ann Duncome, the heiress of Duncombe Park in 

Yorkshire. 

There is a portrait of this favoured lover in the Hall at Whitworth, in 

which he is represented as very young and very handsome, with golden 

hair.  He was a celebrated courtier and man of fashion in his day, and 

is said to have squandered a good deal of the money that his wife 

brought to him.  He ultimately became member of Parliament for the 

County, and died in 1797, and was buried in the vault at Whitworth 

Church.  He was succeeded by his son John, who died unmarried in 1802, 

leaving the estate to Robert Eden Duncombe Shafto. 

 

The chapel of olden times fell into decay and a hideous looking 

structure was but erected in its place in the year 1808, when the 

Rev.Arthur Duncombe Shafto came in 1847 to Whitworth, he was so 

distressed at having to minister to his parishioners in a building so 

unlike a Church, that he at once commenced to raise funds for a 

thorough renovation.  Shortly afterwards, however, he resigned the 

living, so that the work of restoration devolved upon his successor, 

the Rev. Charles Carr, who built the chancel and vestry, restored the 

nave and removed the ugly high back pews, including the great square 

pew of the Shaftos, which was so screened with curtains that the 

occupants were visible to the minister alone, and only then from the 

pulpit.  

The roof was altered from a flat and ceiled one, to a high pitched 

ecclesiastical form, the former sash windows were replaced by narrow 

lancet windows and a bell turret and porch were added to complete the 

design.  For many years it had been a labour of love to the Rev. Edward 

Abercrombie Wilkinson to improve the church and particularly to 

decorate the chancel. 

The walls have been finely panelled in oak, and the chancel floor is 

now laid with delicate mosaic.  The ceiling of the chancel has been 



richly ornamented, the choir stalls have been finely carved and the 

panels of the old reredos have been replaced by a beautiful painting of 

the Crucifixion. 

 

  The eastern windows of the Church are inaccurate in design, the two 

windows at the side appearing to crowd the central window uncomfortably 

at the shoulders.  The stonework is quite plumb, so that this unusual 

phenomenon is merely an optical illusion.  The glass in these windows 

is richly coloured and the waving leaves of the trees outside give it 

quite a prismatic effect on a bright summer's day.  But the finest 

windows in the church are the two on the northern side of the nave, one 

of them representing the 'Good Shepherd', dedicated to the memory of 

the Rev. Charles Carr and the other, 'I am the Resurrection and the 

Life', put in at the expense of Mrs. Shafto to the memory of her late 

husband, who died in 1889.  The colours of these windows are beautiful 

in tone and exquisitely blended. 

The Rev. Charles Carr was greatly loved in the Parish.  He was noble 

and dignified in his bearing and everyone treated him with the greatest 

respect.  

During his long incumbency he not only completed the restoration of 

Whitworth Church, but built St. Paul's Church at Spennymoor as well. 

 

 

WHITWORTH HALL 

 

Whitworth Hall was formerly one of the best family mansions in the 

County, but it was unfortunately destroyed by fire in 1876, the only 

portion saved being the library and the kitchens.  It remained in ruins 

until 1891 when, Mrs. Shafto transformed what was left of the building 

into its present condition. 

 

The Hall of today cannot be compared with its predecessor for size and 

appearance.  The library was added to the hall by Robert Eden Duncombe 

Shafto.  He used to entertain royalty at Whitworth and kept up quite a 

large establishment.  The hall resounded with merriment and the young 

people of Windlestone and Brancepeth used to revel in amateur 

theatricals and all kinds of fun.  There was a small brewery attached 

to the building and everybody who had business at the house was given a 

horn of ale.  The butler of the period was fond of practical jokes and 

sometimes he would bring out Whitworth ale that had stood for 25 years 

and give it to the lads to drink, with the result that they staggered 

into the nearest hedge and went to sleep until the effects of the ale 

had passed.  After the old squire's death, his widow continued for a 

time to keep up the traditional hospitality of the house, but the 

terrible expense incurred by her son in his parliamentary contests 

impoverished the estate and made it necessary for the family to 

economise, Lord Rosebery was a frequent visitor at Whitworth when he 

was a lad, and one of the stalwart Liberals of Spennymoor tells with 

pride that he once saw the future Prime Minister in the height of high 

spirits leap right over a donkey. 

It is said that the late Robert Duncombe Shafto spent no less than 

L100,000 in his attempt to capture the Southern Division of the County 

in 1832, but all to no purpose.  He attained his ambition, however, in 

1847, being elected for the Northern Division and sat in Parliament for 

quite a number of years.  

One of the former treasures of Whitworth was the armchair in which he 

was carried in triumph through the streets of Durham on the last 



occasion when the ancient custom of 'Chairing the Member' was observed.  

It was plentifully bedecked with party ribbons and his enthusiastic 

supporters were so eager to possess themselves of a handful that he 

narrowly escaped being pitched onto the heads of the crowds. 

 

The Park at Whitworth was divided into three portions, the High, the 

Middle and the Low, the Low Park being a preserve for deer of a very 

fine breed.  James Adamson was the butcher who formerly prepared the 

venison for the hall table and there were times when he experienced 

great difficulty in picking out one of the deer, because they usually 

herd together.  In fact, the only safe method was to hide inside a cart 

or up a tree and shoot directly as a favourable opportunity presented 

itself. 

 

Whitworth Vicarage formerly stood within the Park, but it fell into bad 

repair and when the Rev. R. Gray came to the parish he was compelled to 

take up his residence in Durham.  In 1847 it was taken down and a more 

commodious building was erected on a pleasant site overlooking the 

Wear, about a quarter of a mile from the Church.  Mr. Gray was the 

predecessor of Mr. Arthur Shafto at Whitworth.  He wrote soon after his 

arrival: 'All this district has been much neglected.  I found a great 

portion of my parish and of Byers Green little better than infidels and 

I have reason to believe that Tudhoe is much in the same state, with a 

little leaven of Romanism'.  Mr. Gray built the National School at 

Spennymoor and did much good in the parish.  He ultimately became 

Bishop of Cape Town. 

 

Whitworth Hall remained in the Shafto family until October 1981 when it 

was purchased by Mr. Derek Pamaby.  Over the last ten years since the 

purchase of Whitworth Hall a considerable amount of refurbishment has 

been carried out. 

 

 

VINES AT WHITWORTH 

The greenhouse at the Hall itself contains vines dating back to 

approximately 1912, producing various types of desert grapes.  The 

vines within the walled garden were planted by ourselves approximately 

six years ago.  They are developing well and now producing grapes.  

There are five German varieties of vine -Seyval, Huxelrebe / Schonburr 

/ Mad, Augevine / Reichensteiner.  The greenhouse along the length of 

the interior wall of the walled garden has been stripped and renovated. 

 

At the present time we are not in position to produce our own wine, 

therefore the grapes n harvested and taken to 'Three Choirs Vineyard' 

in Gloucester who produce and bottle our wine for us. 

 

The Rosa Shafto Walk' to the side of the walled garden has been cleared 

and restored to its former glory.  This walk was given to Rosa as a 

wedding present by her husband. 

 

The 'Dene' running down from the hall to the 'Camp House' has been 

thinned and the parks put back to give a beautiful view and peaceful 

area to stroll.  

The area took quite some time to become as you see it today due to 

being considerably over-grown.  Following the walks down the 'Dene' and 

through the wood will bring you to the bottom lake with its wild fowl. 



A totally new addition to Whitworth is a 9 1/2 narrow gauge railway 

which will be in operation from 1991.  There are three engines (a small 

tank engine a pacific which is being renovated) ) A Cromar White - 

petrol machine operating on the circuit.  It is hoped to have a steam 

launch on the top lake in the near future, but we are uncertain of the 

timing of this event.  Our launch is being renovated at the moment and 

a new boiler is being sought for it. 

 

WHITWORTH HALL - PRESENT 

On view within the hall is the old kitchen with a range which was 

discovered when a wall was taken down during alterations.  The range 

was manufactured by 'Dining & Cook'.  Heating and Water engineers of 

Newcastle.  It was obviously from the old house and no longer required, 

instead of being removed they just boxed the whole range in.  You will 

find various items within the kitchen to give this room a feel of years 

gone by when ice-houses were in operation as there was no such thing as 

fridges.  The ice house being one of the major items on the estate, it 

is situated in the middle of a nearby wood, but unfortunately is no 

longer accessible.  Ice-cream and sorbet machines are still in the 

hall. 

 

The original laundry was situated in what is now the joiners shop.  All 

the items were brought into the hall when it was rebuilt after the fire 

and put into operation in the room you see today.  The laundry room 

also contains equipment dating back many years and we hope this will 

have you delving into your memory. 

 

The library was emptied of the beautiful selection of books by the 

Shafto family before the sale.  We have tried to fill the shelves with 

a good variety of books, but this is something that we are still 

working on at the moment.  This part of the hall remained even after 

the fire of 1876 along with the kitchen. 

 

Upstairs there is a 'Caravanserai' exhibition (The Gilda Collection) 

which is on loan to us by Mrs. Mollie Jenkins, the Bishop of Durham's 

wife.   

Caravanserai was a charity founded and run by Mollie Jenkins from 1980 

to 1990.  It ran a number of different projects in Yorkshire and County 

Durham, one of which was a training and support scheme for the un-

employed of the North East.  It was this project which produced the 

roundabouts, buildings and some of their contents which no constitute 

the 'Gilda Collection'.  The rest of the items inside the shops and 

houses are from the private collection of Mollie Jenkins. 

 

Thirty people worked for two years to make this Children's exhibition 

which first went on show at Christmas 1988 at the Bowes museum.  Due to 

excellent publicity by the media when it opened, all thirty people 

obtained employment, this being the object of the exercise.  Therefore 

Caravanserai closed down. 

It is perhaps invidious to mention some names and not others, but 

special recognition must be accorded to George Molloy, the workshop 

manager, who somehow managed to convert the ideas of the Director into 

wood - one of the shops bears his name.  Several inspired engineers, 

electricians and painters concocted the roundabouts.  We have plans for 

the rest of the fairground, and it has always been our great desire to 

complete it.  If there are any more enthusiasts out there willing to 

try, we would be glad to hear from them. 



The food and flowers, the best in the trade, were made by a group of 

women in Teesdale.  The set pieces in the mansion - the library, the 

marble table, the drawing-room fireplace, the billiard table and a lot 

more were made by Ron Clough. 

 

Two of the bedrooms within the Hall were combined to make one large 

room where we are planning to hold small art exhibitions and other 

similar functions.  Also there is a maid's bedroom, a master bedroom 

with its four poster bed and one of the old bathrooms on show. 

The cellars are from the original Whitworth Hall dating back to the 12th 

century in which we have installed a brewery.  There we will be 

producing a variety of traditional and special beers.  These will be 

available in the gift shop from time to time. 

 

In the cottage we have installed a clock museum which has various 

terret clocks dating back to 1840, these are displayed for you to view 

at your leisure and contains "The Story of Time". 

 


