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From Yorkshire to 
Kent 

 

Charles Hardy of Odsall 
House, Bradford, Yorkshire 
was the first Hardy to own 
Chilham Castle. He was 
born in 1813 in Bradford 

and married Catherine Orr 
of Holywood, County Down 

in Ireland on 14
th
 June 

1848. Charles purchased 
Chilham Castle and its 

estate in 1861, dying there 
in 1867. 
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Charles Hardy at Chilham Castle 
 
The iron master from Yorkshire brings improvement and 
consolidation. 
 
 In 1861, the estate was bought by Charles Hardy, of Low 
Moor, Yorkshire, a Bradford iron-founder, whose father Sir John 
Hardy owned Dunstall Hall, Staffordshire.   
 
A wealthy man, wishing to make the house suitable for the 
needs of a large Victorian family, he engaged David Brandon, 
(1613-97) a well-known architect, already building Hemsted 
House at Benenden, (now Benenden School) for Gathorne 
Hardy (Charles's brother, a leading politician, who became Earl 
of Cranbrook).  Doubtless rubbing his hands at the prospect of 
another major scheme for a magnate with plenty of “brass”, 
Brandon suggested demolishing the castle, but sentimentality - 
or financial caution - prevailed.  Nevertheless, the approved 
scheme was comprehensive and Emily Wildman's son, Arthur 
Bolton, a Chartered Architect and Curator of Sir John Soane's 
Museum in London, writing about the changes to the old family 
home 50 years after the event, used such phrases as “drastic 
alterations”, “extraordinary liberties”, “delusive restoration” and 
“for some inconceivable reason instead of following the old 
pattern, he substituted a design of his own”.  Summing up he 
said “It was an evil time for such work” and then, lest anyone 
remained unconvinced, he added, “It is impossible to condemn 
too strongly the ‘restorationists’ of the Gothic revival who 
tampered with historic buildings after such a fashion”. 
 
Hardy and Brandon would have defended themselves 
vigorously against such attacks.  To emphasise their adherence 
to the original, below the escutcheon with the Hardy monogram 
and the date when their remodelling was completed, they 
“embellished” the Jacobean porch with a second religious 
motto carved into their replacement oriel “The Lord is my light 
and my salvation” (Psalm 27 verse 1) and, under the coats of 



4 
 

arms of Sir Dudley Digges and his wife, Charles Hardy added 
his own coat of arms and that of his wife Catherine née Orr. 
Brandon's work at Chilham is often criticised.  In 1924 even 
Charles Hardy's grandson wrote “I hold no brief for Mr 
Brandon”; but Christopher Hussey was wide of the mark when 
he wrote that Wildman's terrace walling was “adorned by Mr 
Brandon with a curious parapet formed of bisected drain pipes 
piled one on the other”.  The hollow tile-work in classical Italian 
style, which so offended Mr Hussey was introduced by James 
Beckford Wildman long before Brandon was here. 
 
New stables and workshops were built, and a second building 
was provided for the village school, together with a new house 
for the schoolmaster.  There was much improvement in the 
village housing; the Hardy family were benevolent landlords.  
Touring the village today, an educated eye can perceive 
features from the 19th century on buildings far more ancient 
than the mansion itself. 
 
However, no matter how well intended, change is often 
unpopular and what Charles Hardy did to the church still 
causes dismay.  The year after his arrival Mr Hardy, now patron 
of the living at Chilham, appointed a new Vicar, Rev. Charles 
Henry Ramsden.  The two men agreed that the east end of the 
church should be demolished and replaced by something 
suiting their own taste – a classic case of Victorian 
ecclesiastical vandalism. At the castle Brandon's drastic 
approach to “renovation” had been, to some extent at least, 
held in check, but in the church it seems he had his own way. 
 
The magnificent mausoleum of the Colebrookes was still in 
use.  James Colebrooke's great-granddaughter had been laid 
there just a year before but, when the wind was in a certain 
direction, the building was said to be a hazard to health.  With 
sanction from the Queen and her Privy Council, the entire 
structure was demolished and the coffins reburied outside 
(each with its own circular slate door from the mausoleum, 
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lettered in gold) all under a plain slab bearing only the words 
“The Colebrooke Vault”.  In Country Life nearly 40 years later, 
in 1899, it was written “good taste has removed this 
disfigurement, and the chancel has been restored to 
correspond with the rest of the edifice”.  Few people nowadays 
would endorse that comment.  How tastes change! 
Countering this obliteration, a member of the Colebrooke family 
provided a new wall tablet in Gothic style, toning with Mr 
Brandon's new chancel, where the floor space once reserved 
for the Colebrookes had been allocated to the repositioned 
Wildman memorial. 
In the north transept, there is another, larger tablet 
commemorating the Colebrookes (five panels rather than three) 
in a simpler style, with rather more names recorded.  The 
wording suggests that this larger one came from the 
mausoleum itself.  In any case it is hidden from public view 
since the north transept became the vestry; maybe the church 
authorities suggested something smaller in the chancel. 
 
Similar treatment was given to the Digges mausoleum, though 
its monuments were preserved.  The monument to Lady 
Palmer (Digges’s sister) was banished to the opposite corner of 
the building, where it stands in awkward isolation at the far end 
of the north aisle.  The ledger stones reverently provided for her 
husband and mother (the latter cracked right through by 
builders' clumsiness) are now hidden away on the floor behind 
the huge monument to Lady Palmer's brother and his wife. 
 
Such widespread & extreme changes are unlikely today, but, 
writing over 70 years after the event, when Victorian taste was 
thoroughly out of fashion, it is startling that Arthur Mee, 
renowned for celebrating the architectural glory of England's 
ancient churches, suggested that Hardy and Brandon had not 
done enough.  He considered the Digges memorial “four white 
figures sitting round a black column… ...a very unhappy group 
(which should be removed)”. 
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In contrast to their ruthless treatment of other families’ 
memorials, the Hardys proceeded, over a couple of 
generations, to commemorate their own family with a series of 
new windows – six in their new east end and three more in the 
ancient north transept.  In some cases, the names of lost loved-
ones are mentioned twice over. 
 
These days the Hardy memorial which attracts most attention is 
the group of small white marble figures near the Wildman 
monument. Carved by Alexander Munro, the statue 
commemorates two young sons who died in 1858, before the 
family left Yorkshire.  When the Hardys lived at the castle they 
had it on display in the main corridor at the foot of the stairs.  
For the grieving family, it seems that a picture was not enough.  
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In 1867, not long after completion of the rebuilding of church 
and castle, Charles Hardy himself died aged 54.  Emphasising 
adherence to tradition, a funeral hatchment of his coat of arms 
was produced and hung over the main door of the castle. 
Afterwards it was transferred to the entrance under the church 
tower, where it has hung ever since, beside the huge west 
window, in which he is commemorated. 
 
Charles Hardy is also commemorated by a simple brass plate 
beside his new chancel steps.  His wife Catherine (daughter of 
James Orr of Holywood, County Down, Northern Ireland) has 
her own plaque beneath and one of the windows in the north 
transept.  
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Watercolour Picture of Chilham Castle 
after Hardy alterations. 

 
 
 

 


