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BASIC DETAILS: 

 

Built c.1807-8 for General Harris 

Designer unknown 

Adapted as cricket pavilion c.1870 

Leased to Landmark Trust 1990 

Architects for restoration:  Benson & Bryant 

Main contractors:  W.W. Martin Ltd of Ramsgate 

Foreman:  John Kennet 

Work completed:  March 1992 
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The 4th Lord Harris, with the Prospect Tower beyond.  

He succeeded his father in 1872. 
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Summary 

 

The Prospect Tower was built in 1807-8 for General Harris, who later became 

Lord Harris of Seringapatam. Its designer is not known, but it is typical of the 

Picturesque garden buildings illustrated in the architectural pattern books of the 

day, without which no gentleman's property was complete. 

 

The tower cost £400 to build, and the General referred to it in his accounts as 

the Gardener's Lodge or General's Whim. The original intention might have been 

to build an ornamental cottage for a gardener, but it is hard to believe that this 

plan was ever realised. The pretty upper chamber was clearly meant for the 

Harris family's own use, and though the plain lower room was at that time self-

contained, with its own door, it is too small for a dwelling. Besides which, it had 

a floor of knapped flint, which would not have made it very comfortable. 

 

Whatever his practical first intentions, the General's fit of whimsy clearly 

overtook them, and he ended up building what was soon known as the Castle. It 

served the family as a summerhouse, somewhere to have tea on a June day, 

while enjoying the outlook over the countryside. An elderly cousin who lived with 

the family at Belmont noted one day in her diary that they had a syllabub there. 

 

The tower also served as the focal point for a new garden laid out by the General. 

He had bought Belmont Park in 1801, having returned from service in India the 

year before. There he had been Commander in Chief of the army that defeated 

Tipoo Sultan, ruler of Mysore, at Seringapatam, thus establishing British rule in 

Southern India. The prize money from this campaign was immense, amounting to 

£112,000, and this, with other savings, enabled the General to retire from the 

army, and set himself up as a country gentleman. After looking at a number of 

properties, he bought Belmont, with gardens, park and a farm held on lease from 

Oriel College, Oxford, 265 acres of land in all, for £8,960. 

 

To begin with, the General was busy making improvements to the house and 

farm, but he soon turned his attention to the gardens. Here again, the practical 

things came first: peach and grape houses, pineapple and melon pits, and new 

walls, all appear in the accounts from 1805. At the same time he was drawing up 

plans for extending the Pleasure Grounds. A park and shrubberies already existed 

to the south and east of the house, but the General planned to make a new 

garden west of what was still a public road called Abraham Street. The line of 

Walnut Tree Walk is pencilled in on an estate map of about 1803, running 

through an orchard, past a wood called Nightingale Grove. The completed 

scheme is shown on another map of 1812. 

 

This new walk was a favourite of the General's, and he spent much of his old age 

pottering up and down it. Already planted with walnuts, there were in fact two 

paths, one grass, the other smooth gravel ‘after McAdam's plan.’ Between them 

was a wide quickset hedge, in which he had cut arbours, with seats. At the end 



                                                                            The Prospect Tower History Album 

 6 

was the tower, with ivy growing on its walls to give a genuine air of Antiquity. 

 

The 2nd and 3rd Lords Harris spent much of their time abroad on public duty, and 

the tower was probably seldom visited. However, after 1870 it was given a new 

lease of life. When he succeeded his father in 1872, the 4th Lord Harris had 

already earned a name for himself as a cricketer. He made a cricket ground in the 

field next to the Prospect Tower and the Belmont Eleven was soon taking on 

other county teams. Until the 1920s, when Lord Harris was forced by age to 

retire from the game, cricket was a regular feature of Belmont summer life. The 

tower served as a pavilion, with hooks for the gear fixed to the walls. The studs 

on the players' shoes pitted the floorboards of the upper room, and one 

distinguished visitor signed his name on the plaster. 

 

The Repair of the Tower 

 

The conversion of this very small tower to provide accommodation for even two 

people called for some ingenuity on the part of the architects, Messrs Benson and 

Bryant, and the builders, W. W. Martin of Ramsgate. This was achieved by 

making a new door between the ground floor room and the staircase, while at the 

same time blocking the outside door to this room. It then became possible to put 

a shower room in the original entrance lobby. There was just space to fit a 

kitchen into the corresponding alcove above. Water and electricity both had to be 

specially laid on, with all wires buried underground for obvious visual reasons. 

Before this, extensive repairs were needed. The tower had been unused for many 

years, and it had nearly lost its roof in the gales of October 1987. There were 

some ominous cracks in the walls. These had to be stitched with metal ties, and 

two sections of parapet, with the wall below, completely rebuilt. The roof was 

renewed at the same time, on both main tower and turrets. 

 

Inside, floors and ceilings all had to be renewed. Surviving sections of the 

decorative cornice and central rose in the sitting room were carefully taken down 

and copied, to make up missing areas, before being reset. New floorboards were 

laid, although some of the old, stud-pitted, boards were retained in the middle of 

the room. When repairing the stairs, the section of wall with Sir Leary 

Constantine's signature had sadly to be taken down. It is now preserved in a 

specially made ash box. The windows were repaired, keeping the old sashes were 

possible, and most of the old glass. On the ground floor the existing brick floor 

was relaid, but with new underfloor heating beneath it. 

 

The walls throughout the tower are finished in traditional lime-hair plaster, and 

painted with special porous paints, coloured with natural pigments. The building 

is thus able to breathe, and any damp in the walls evaporates quickly, without 

causing problems. After minor landscaping works, the tower was ready to receive 

its first visitors in the spring of 1992. One detail remained to be added: the 

weathervane of a cricketer, based on a portrait of Lord Harris.  
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The Prospect Tower 
 

I trust, the good sense and good taste of this country will never be led to 

despise the comfort of a gravel walk, the delicious fragrance of a shrubbery, 

the soul expanding delight of a wide extended prospect, or a view down a 

steep hill, because they are all subjects incapable of being painted.   

 

(Humphry Repton's letter to Uvedale Price, 1794) 

 

General Harris, owner of Belmont Park from 1801 until his death in 1829, 

certainly had the good sense and good taste. Returning from India enriched by 

prize money from the defeat in 1799 of Tipoo Sultan at Seringapatam, in which 

campaign he had been Commander in Chief, he resolved to settle in England and 

to spend the rest of his life as a country gentleman. Next to farming, gardening 

was his chief enjoyment, and among the additions he made to Belmont, he 

included the Prospect Tower or, as he called it, the General's Whim, or Castle. 

 

It seems to have been built about 1807-8. The General was a careful guardian of 

his wealth, and drew up regular statements of his income and property, and every 

so often he listed the improvements he had made at Belmont and what he had 

spent on them. The lists are repeated, and updated, every year or two. In the first 

few years, they show his efforts concentrated on the house - enlarging the 

offices, adding a billiard room and so on; and on urgent estate maintenance and 

the building of the house called Little Belmont. 

 

Then in about 1805 work starts on the gardens, and in 1808, along with peach 

and grape houses, pineapple and melon pits, and new garden walls, is listed 

‘Gardener's Lodge or General's Whim,’ on which he had spent £400. Evidence 

that this was the existing tower comes later, when it is listed as ‘Whim or 

Castle’; while in 1812 it is referred to simply as the Castle. 

 

It is hard to believe that the tower was ever lived in by a gardener. The ground 

floor was certainly self-contained, with its own door, and like many garden 

buildings could have been planned as a dwelling, with the grander room for the  
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Map of c 1802 -3, dating from soon after General Harris’s purchase of Belmont, 

but before he had begun to extend the garden to the west. The dotted line 

through Hodges Field marks the position of the future Walnut Tree Walk. 

Cleverly, the tower was built just within Cold Harbour Field, part of his freehold 

estate, whereas the intervening field, Runtling’s was only held on a 21 year lease 

from oriel college, of which he only acquired the freehold in 1813/14. 
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Map of 1812, showing the General’s new garden to the west of Abraham Street, 

and the walk leading to the new tower or Castle. The wood numbered 11 is 

Nightingale Grove, now slightly reduced in size. The Hermitage to the S.E. of the 

house has been joined by the house, which still exists.  
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family above, reached by a separate stair. On the other hand, it originally had a 

floor of knapped flint - not exactly a comfortable domestic interior therefore. 

Some hint that the building did not live up to its original purpose is given in 

another, later, list, which notes ‘Whim for a gardener's house, if wanted.’ It 

seems that the General's desire for a toy building may have outstripped his 

practical first intentions. 

 

No record has yet been found of the Castle's designer or builder. It is a 

thoroughly Reptonian building, with its irregular and Picturesque outline, and 

stained glass. The use of local flint was no doubt deemed to make it look more 

ancient, like the church towers of the area, and this sense of age was further 

enhanced by a covering of ivy, there already by 1826.  

 

The comfort of a gravel walk  

The tower was not, of course, an isolated structure, but formed part of a larger 

garden plan. When General Harris bought Belmont in 1801, a park and 

shrubberies already existed to the South and East of the house. To the West of 

the drive, then still a public road called Abraham Street, there was only an estate 

yard and orchards. Some evidence of plans to bring this area within the pleasure 

grounds can be found on a plan of the estate which, although undated, seems to 

have been drawn about 1802 or 1803 (on the back of a large parchment on 

which are listed the forts of Tipoo Sultan, dated 1799 and signed by Harris). It 

includes Little Belmont, but no later works. On this, in the position of the present 

Walnut Tree Walk, and of the same length, a line is dotted in, through the middle 

of what was formerly Hodges Field.  

 

The realised plan is shown on another map of the estate dated 1812, with the 

long straight walk (almost sure to be of gravel) leading to the tower at its furthest 

point. On one side is the orchard, and on the other a new garden with irregularly 

shaped walls, now the kitchen garden. Beyond the tower is evidence of new 

plantations and clumps, as the park was extended to the North. Sketched in very 



                                                                            The Prospect Tower History Album 

 11 

lightly are ideas for further walks, and another circular feature to the South, 

which were probably never realised.  

 

There are further mentions of the Castle, and of the new walk and garden, in 

some surviving diaries for the years 1810 - 1813. These were written by Mrs 

Elizabeth Dyer, an elderly cousin who lived with the family at Belmont until her 

death in 1814, when the General put up a memorial in Throwley church ‘to 

commemorate an uninterrupted friendship for sixty-eight years, from his cradle to 

her grave.’ 

 

In three tiny books, part diary and part almanac (containing in addition to 

engravings of picturesque views such useful information as the names of bishops 

and military leaders) she kept, in separate sections, her ‘company account’ 

(listing a constant and regular round of visits to and from families in the 

immediate neighbourhood) and a journal. In this, along with the state of her 

health, or the weather, she noted down the destination of her daily constitutional. 

 

In her late 70s, these walks were clearly the chief interest of her life, interrupted 

only by bad weather, illness, or some over-riding duty like the making of a new 

gown (the knitting of some stockings, perhaps for campaigning soldiers, once 

took up two whole weeks, with frequent disasters when several hours' work had 

to be undone). A particularly long expedition is noted with pride (‘first time for 

months past’), though frequently followed the next day by ‘fatigued, not out.’ 

 

Much of the time, she pottered about near the house, on the ‘lawn and 

pavement’ (of which she once achieved 40 lengths before breakfast), or in the 

flower garden. The area south of the house was also popular, through a 

shrubbery and laurel grove to the Hermitage (‘sat and read Mrs H's letter’), or 

down the Church Way Path. Flowers were remarked on, a fine display of 

hawthorn blossom on the drying ground, or wood anemones near the ice house. 

The first cuckoo was heard near the 2nd Clump in the park. As she grew older, 
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the General made short cuts, so that she could still reach a favourite spot, such 

as a Woodland Wild, into which he made a new gate from the adjoining paddock. 

 

She did not neglect the area west of the house, into which the General was busy 

extending the garden. Nightingale Grove, a wood behind and partly underneath 

the present kitchen garden, was a favourite place which she visited nearly every 

week. And every so often, she visited the Castle. This was mostly done in 

company, either with the General or with other members of the family and guests 

as well. Once they had tea there, on another occasion a syllabub. 

 

The Castle was never a frequent destination, as the Hermitage was, or later a 

Woodbine Bower. It may be that it was the General's den, and other visitors were 

not encouraged; or it may also be that to begin with there was no easy path to it, 

and a strong arm was needed to get her there. After one expedition there on her 

own, from Nightingale Grove, she comments ‘further than I've been for some 

time.’ Then on 16th June, 1813, she noted that she had walked to the Castle 

and back by the ‘new walk, part of the ruin of Nightingale Grove.’ Over the next 

few weeks, she does this twice more, once walking round the Castle and once 

towards it. The going was clearly much easier all of a sudden, the comfort of a 

gravel walk having been provided. 

 

A glimpse of the General's enjoyment of this part of the garden in his own old 

age is provided in the second edition of The Life and Services of General Lord 

Harris (as he became in 1815), written by his son-in-law, S.R. Lushington. In 

1826, the General's 81st year, a grandson paid him a visit: 

 

       I rode over to Belmont in the evening; my aunts were out riding; my  

       grandfather, I was told, was in the flower garden. I went in search of  

       him but not finding him there, proceeded to his favourite walk, a thick  

       and high quickset hedge separated two walks, overhung with walnut trees;  

       that on the right was green sward, the other smooth gravel, ‘which’ as  

       he told me ‘he had not long finished after McAdam's plan.’ At intervals  

       of about a hundred yards, he had made himself seats, by cutting into the  

       quick hedge, so forming a green bower round him, with the trunk of a  
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       walnut tree for the back of the arm-chair; a small castle over-run with  

       ivy terminated the walks. Here I was also unsuccessful; but on my  

       return I found him in a jasmine arbour, by the side of a small  

       fish-pond, reclining on an old yew bench, a branch, lately added to it,  

       formed an arm.                                     

       This, he said, after making me sit down at his feet, the carpenter had  

       lately put up at his order, to prevent him tumbling off it if he should  

       happen to fall asleep, ‘for,’ he added, ‘I sometimes take a little nap  

       here, but very seldom.’ Upon my remarking how pleasant his new walk  

       was, and how well the park looked, he proceeded to speak of his farms  

       and lands, and the bad state of some he had bought from Oriel College. 

 

The Oriel farm had included the fields around the tower itself. The General's 

enjoyment of the prospect from it probably had much to do with his pride in the 

measures he had taken to make this land productive, a subject on which he 

frequently enlarged in his statements of property. 

 

A second innings   

The Prospect Tower enjoyed a longer active life than many garden buildings. If for 

some years after the death of the General it dwindled away behind its ivy, 

becoming little more than a place of retreat for children wishing to escape the 

supervision of aunts and governesses, around 1870 it was woken up again. The 

4th Lord Harris had the field beside it turned into a cricket pitch for the Belmont 

Eleven, and the tower itself was brought into service as a pavilion. The ground 

floor was the main changing room, with rows of hooks for the gear. Possibly the 

upper room was still used by the family, but it was certainly used by the players  

too, the studs on their boots having pitted the floorboards, and there were more 

hooks in the alcove. 
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The Belmont Eleven with the Philadelphia Pilgrims, 1921.  

Lord Harris is seated in the front row left of centre. 
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In his memoirs, A Few Short Runs (1921), Lord Harris talks about his experience 

of country-house cricket. Matches organised at home and away by schoolboys 

and undergraduates throughout the summer provided him with useful early 

experience. One such boy was the Hon. George Milles of Lees Court, in the same 

parish as Belmont. The standard of play was good: 

       The amount of interest taken in the doings of these private Elevens was  

       keen, and the cricket was quite useful in discovering promise. I cannot  

       say, in their case or that of the Belmont Eleven, that we confined  

       ourselves to the immediate locality. There is a pretty fond delusion, I  

       think, nowadays, that in the old days the country club was confined to  

       the cricketers close around the residence of the patron. In my  

       experience, patrons went far and wide to pick up good players, County  

       players if possible, although they might be living twenty miles away. 

 

       There was a homeliness about these matches of olden times which was very  

       genial. If the ground was too wet, two sides would be formed and some  

       goal-running would take place; and if it was too wet to do anything, a  

       sing-song would be organised in the tent where the ordinary was served. 

 

Perhaps the roof of the Prospect Tower, too, has been raised by loud and 

cheerful male voices. 

 

The Belmont cricket ground is not marked on the edition of the Ordnance Survey 

6-inch map surveyed between1866-71, whereas that at Lees Court is. Possibly 

the Eleven was not formed until after the death of Lord Harris's father in 1872, 

although he had played his first game at Lords in 1868, in the Eton and Harrow 

Match, at which time his father had also retired to Belmont after many years 

service in India. However, we can be sure that before very long, the game was a 

regular feature of Belmont summer life. 
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4th Lord Harris 

 

 
From The Boys Own Room 
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It is likely that the building received a thorough overhaul at the same time. 

Certainly at some date iron bands were fixed around it to arrest the outward 

spread of the walls. The flint floor was covered with the less knobbly alternative 

of brick and, possibly, sash windows were inserted on the upper floor, replacing 

what were presumably, to begin with, casement windows like those on the 

ground floor. 

 

It is many years since cricket was played at Belmont, however. Charles 

Igglesden, in Volume XXI of A Saunter Through Kent with Pen and Pencil (1928), 

recorded that Lord Harris played in 1927, at the age of 76 (and it is hard to 

believe that he was only a spectator on the day that Belmont played the British 

West Indies during their tour in 1923), but after his death in 1932, the team did 

not long survive. The 5th Lord Harris did not share his father's enthusiasm for the 

game, and Lord Harris himself, in A Few Short Runs commented that ‘country-

house cricket was largely dependent upon the patron continuing to take an 

interest. As soon as his leadership failed the games would collapse.’  

 

The cricket pitch returned to being a bumpy field, and the Prospect Tower 

became first a garden store and was then abandoned altogether in its distant and 

unfrequented corner of the garden. After the death of 5th Lord Harris in 1984, its 

condition became of increasing concern to the Trustees who now administer the 

house and garden. This especially so after the gale of October 1987 nearly blew 

the roof off. 

 

A temporary roof was quickly put on, and the architects for Belmont, Benson and 

Bryant, were asked to approach the Landmark Trust at the same time. This they 

did, with the happy result that a lease of the tower was granted to the Trust in 

1990. 
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The Prospect Tower in 1990, photographs by James Morris  

 

 
 

The temporary roof was put on after the gales of October, 1987 
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The main room 
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The main room 
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The cupboard over the door and the door to 

the roof, have both been restored. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Floorboards, pitted by cricketers’ 

shoe studs. 
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The ground floor room, now the bedroom.  
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The ground floor room, now the bedroom. 
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The Repair of the Tower 
 

In the years after World War II few estates had funds to spare on the upkeep of 

purely ornamental buildings. An estate workman might replace panes of glass, 

mend a gutter or patch a roof, but any more thorough overhaul was out of the 

question. Belmont was no exception and the Prospect Tower inevitably suffered:  

on the ground floor, remnants of cricketing activity and the hammocks and 

awnings of past summers gently rotted, while leaks in the roof increased in 

number. The gale of 1987 merely served to speed up a process of decay that 

was already well underway. As the final details of the lease to Landmark were 

put together, the architects, Benson and Bryant, drew up a schedule for the 

tower's repair, and a scheme for its conversion to a dwelling. 

 

The building itself really dictated how this should be done. Once it was agreed 

that the sitting room should be on the first floor, in the grandest room with the 

best views, it followed that the kitchen should go into the alcove opening off it; 

and that the bedroom should be on the ground floor. Finding space for some sort 

of bathroom took a bit more thought. The answer lay in a new door opening onto 

the main staircase, removing the need for the ground floor to have its own 

outside door, which could therefore be blocked. The bathroom - it was hoped to 

begin with that there might be room for a small bath - could then go in the lobby. 

After much measuring, it was realised that it would have to be a shower-room. 

 

The tower is built of chalk and brick, with flint as an outer skin. It had clearly 

shown signs of instability early on, resulting in the fixing of the iron bands around 

the outside. There were also numerous cracks in the walls, both of the main 

tower and the turrets. These needed to be carefully stitched with reinforced 

concrete. Two areas at the top of the tower, above the smaller turret and to the 

west of the stair turret, proved so weak that the parapet and a section of wall 

below had to be taken down and completely rebuilt. This was a very tricky 

operation, since there was a very real danger that by removing one part of it, the 

whole drum might fall in. For extra security in the future, a concrete ring beam 
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was constructed below the parapet, running right round the building. The York 

coping stones were replaced, and new ones provided where these were missing. 

The top of the stair turret was also partly rebuilt, with a new lintel over the door. 

 

Only some of the oak joists of the main roof frame were sound, the remainder 

being replaced in new oak. The main central oak beam was beyond repair. This 

was renewed in steel, to do the double job of holding the whole tower firm, and 

forming a solid base for the new roof covering in cast lead. 

  

The turret roof was renewed entirely. Its structure and new lead cover copied 

exactly what was there before. On the smaller turret, however, it was felt that 

smaller slates would look better than the existing ones, which were probably not 

original. Luckily, some of just the right size were found in a yard on the estate. 

 

The window and door surrounds, the plinths and string courses running round the 

building, are all of render over brick, which was cracked and broken. This has 

been patched, with a similar mix of lime and sand, with some natural pigment 

added to provide a good match. 

 

Inside the tower, the ceiling on the first floor had partly fallen in. The rest had to 

be taken down, to carry out the repairs to the roof structure. Some sections of 

the cornice were saved, to be refixed, but much of it had to be renewed. Sixty 

new leaves were cast from moulds, made from the originals. The surviving 

sections of the central rose were also used to make moulds for the new sections. 

This was done by a local sculptor, R.T. Fenton. 
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Looking into what is now the shower room, but was 

 formerly the only entrance to the ground floor room. 

 

 

 
 

The flint floor originally extended throughout the ground floor. 
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Repairs to the first floor structure meant that the ground floor ceiling also had to 

be taken down. Steel channels were fixed either side of the existing oak beam 

(which had clearly originally been used elsewhere) which is visible in the 

bedroom, and those joists which could not be saved were renewed in oak. New 

pine boards were laid over most of the first floor, but in the middle of the room, 

the old boards, pitted by cricketers' studded boots, have been kept. In the 

bedroom, the brick floor was taken up, and a new concrete slab with underfloor 

heating was put down with the bricks relaid over it. The shower-room floor was 

still in knapped flint (as indeed was the whole bedroom floor, under the brick) but 

it was thought this might prove uncomfortable for bare feet and so it was 

replaced with quarry tiles. 

 

The outside door into what is now the shower room was blocked on the inside, 

but left in position externally. The old door to the stair turret was in a poor state, 

but was cut down and used as the door to the under stair cupboard. A new front 

door was provided to the stair turret copying the old one. They are painted with 

the estate's standard grey. The door into the bedroom is of course new, along 

with the steps inside it.  

 

A door on the stairs at first floor level was removed, and the stairs themselves 

repaired and the handrail at the top renewed to the same design. Unfortunately, 

in the process, the section of plaster bearing Sir Leary Constantine's signature 

had to be taken down. Because it had a timber block embedded in it, which if 

removed might break it in half, it has sadly not been possible to put this back in 

its original position on the upper part of the staircase. Instead, it hangs in the 

sitting room in a special ash box. 

 

Above the door into the sitting room was a very curious cupboard. It would have 

been difficult to repair, and so it was thought better to remove it altogether, and 

provide a new door surround. The curved door itself is also new, the panels and 

moulding details following the window shutters. 
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The kitchen has been carefully and cunningly fitted into the alcove opposite. 

Since this is both funnel-shaped and asymmetrical in plan, fitting the cupboards in 

was extremely difficult, the result also slightly irregular. The design of the tall 

cupboard doors again follows the window shutters. 

 

All the joinery of the windows had to be dismantled. It had been hoped that some 

of the sashes could be retained, but in the end only one was (the upper half of 

the window looking down the walnut walk). The others are all new, though much 

of the glass is old. The coloured glass was releaded, with one or two new pieces 

where the old was broken or missing. The casements on the ground floor were 

also repaired and the old glass releaded, this work all being done by Grove Glass 

of Broadstairs. 

 

The walls were then completely replastered with lime plaster.  All the wall paints 

are a type of lime casein paint suitable for lime plaster, tinted with natural 

pigments. In the bedroom, the oldest hooks (which mostly came in fact from the 

first floor alcove) were fixed back again. The grate in this room was also repaired, 

and provided with a new fireback, a copy of the original, of which only half 

remained. This was made in fibre glass to imitate cast iron, for economy and 

because this is not a working fire place. 

 

Before any of the work started, a new track had been laid along the edge of the 

former cricket pitch so that the builders' vehicles, and eventually cars, could get 

to the tower. New services - water and electricity - also had to be laid on, with all 

wires buried underground for obvious visual reasons. The restoration also finished 

with landscaping works. The ha-ha wall was raised, and the ground behind it 

made up, in order to do away with the park fence which otherwise hemmed the 

tower in too closely. 
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All of this work has been carried out to a very high standard by W.W. Martin Ltd 

of Ramsgate, under the foreman, John Kennet. A generous grant towards the 

cost of the repairs was given by Swale Borough Council. 

 

The original weather vane vanished many years ago, and it is not clear from the 

only painting in which it appears (the portrait of Lord Harris) what it looked like. 

Its replacement has an appropriate cricketing theme.  
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Hogben’s Survey of Belmont in 1779, when it was bought by Colonel Montresor.  

This shows the town built by Wilks and the extent of his landscaping of the 

grounds. 
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Belmont 
 

Its purchase and fitting out for General Harris 

The history of Belmont and its owners has been fully described by various 

writers, including Charles Igglesdon in Saunters through Kent and Christopher 

Hussey in Country Life, and more recently (and with its early ownership 

disentangled) by John Martin Robinson in the guide book for the house, a copy of 

which is on the bookshelf. The involvement of one of the Wyatts was recorded in 

E.W. Brayley's Beauties of England Vol 8 (1808) but the attribution to Samuel 

Wyatt, suggested by Hussey on stylistic grounds, has now been firmly 

established by J.M. Robinson from payments in Colonel Montresor's bank 

accounts. Colonel John Montresor has been given his rightful place as 

architectural patron. 

 

Colonel Montresor had bought Belmont from its first owner, and builder, Mr 

Wilks, in 1779, and it was he who remodelled the house between 1789 and 

1793. He also enlarged the estate, and extended the park, continuing Wilks' work 

of landscaping, in a Reptonian style. His improvements can be seen by comparing 

the survey of 1779 with that of 1802-3, which predates further works carried 

out by General Harris. 

 

Why Hussey should have quoted the title deeds as evidence for General Harris's 

purchase of Belmont in 1780 is a mystery - since these in fact make it clear that 

he only bought it in 1801, when the property of the unjustly- disgraced Colonel 

Montresor was sold at public auction. The estate papers also tell an amusing 

story of a rich man's purchase and fitting out of a country house at that time. 

 

General Harris returned from India in 1800, after serving as Commander in Chief 

of the army that finally defeated Tipoo Sultan at Seringapatam the previous year. 

This entitled him to one eighth of the prize money, which amounted to a 

staggering £112,000, including jewels. This, combined with other savings from 

India, provided him with a fortune of £156,000. Some of this he intended to 
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spend on the purchase of an estate, so that he could indulge in one of his main 

enthusiasms, agriculture. He also wished to provide a secure home for his wife 

and large family.  

 

 

General Harris and his family by W.A. Devis 

 

He established his family to begin with in London, but he had friends looking out 

for a suitable country property. A great many were suggested, in various 

southern counties, including Hampshire and Kent. His father having been curate 

of Brasted, near Sevenoaks, Kent must always have appealed to him, and in 

October, 1800, Colonel Auchmuty, who lived in Ospringe, alerted him to 

Belmont, then in the hands of the Exchequer. There was a problem with part of 

the park being held on lease from Oriel College, Oxford, but he would find out the 

length of the lease from Mrs Montresor herself. The answer was reassuring, 

and the General clearly interested, although the Colonel assured him that he had 

‘another place for you’ should this one prove no good.  
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General Harris did not go after Belmont at once, however - perhaps he felt there 

was some awkwardness attached to profiting from the disgrace of a man 

probably known to him. In any case, when Belmont was put up for sale by 

auction early in 1801 at Garroway's Coffee House, he did not bid for it. The next 

day a letter arrived: 

       An intimate friend of Colonel Auchmuty [who later turned out to be Sir  

       Edward Knatchbull, another Belmont neighbour] takes the liberty of  

       acquainting General Harris that Belmont ... sold yesterday for £8,900 to  

       Mr Brace of the Temple. If General Harris has any intention or wish for  

       the house the sale may be opened by applying to the Exchequer and to the  

       deputy Remembrancer within eight days - the house and lands are worth  

       £1000 more, only to pull down. The writer hopes he may be excused for  

       this letter. 

 

Either the General had not yet made up his mind, or perhaps he hoped to achieve 

a better price still. Colonel Auchmuty himself wrote with the opinion that it had 

sold for a song, due to a report going round that its situation was unhealthy, with 

which he entirely disagreed. However all was not yet lost. The Exchequer felt 

that Mr Brace's bid was too low, and that it should try for a better one. The 

house was accordingly advertised in May in the London Gazette, but with no 

response. The General then moved, making a bid for £8,960, to include timber, 

trees and saplings on the property. His offer thereby being just £60 higher than 

the unfortunate Mr Brace's, he got the property. The sale was confirmed in early 

July, although the final conveyance is not dated until December. 

 

The General was keen to move in at once, but this the Exchequer Court refused, 

until the full payment had been transferred and invested in Exchequer Bills. Mr 

White, of the Court, was concerned that ‘there are so many observers of his 

conduct in this business that he dare not venture to anything which may be 

considered in the least degree irregular.’ 
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The Particulars of Belmont in 1801, prepared for General Harris. 
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By the end of July, all was adequately in order. An agent, William Slack, of 10, 

Cheapside, was sent down to make a survey of the house with regard to such 

matters as redecoration, the fitting of stoves and the supply of kitchen apparatus. 

He reported on the 21st, recommending that stoves or grates were needed for 

the Servants' Hall, Housekeeper's Room and Butler's Pantry, and also the 

Laundry. He had taken away the fronts of all the ‘best Register stoves,’ to be 

properly Japanned and polished:  ‘when done they will look as well as new 

Stoves.’ He would also supply matching fenders:  ‘For the bedrooms, green wire 

fenders with brass tops will be better than steel.’  

 

There had been a ‘Delph or china stove’ in the Dining Room, at the end opposite 

the fireplace. Did General Harris want one too?  A similar stove was needed for 

the dressing room over the Library, which had no fireplace, and new Register 

stoves were needed for two of the bedrooms, and ‘for the Hall, one lamp is 

wanting to hang to the Handrail of the staircase.’  

 

Mr Slack had hoped to meet the new Housekeeper, but she had not arrived. He 

suggested that she drew up a list of all her requirements in the way of Stewpans, 

Saucepans, Dishcovers etc, so that everything could be sent down together by 

ship. Finally, he ventured to recommend a firm in the City of London for 

paperhanging - reminding the General that if they did this, all the bell wires would 

have to be taken down, and later rehung.  

 

Over the next two or three months, all the arrangements were gradually settled 

and put into effect, with only the occasional hiccup. There was some difficulty 

with the measurement of the fireplaces: Mr Slack wondered whether he should 

not ‘run down’ to check them, since his own did not tally with the General's. 

 

Another source of confusion arose from the fact that on his first visit, Mr Slack 

was shown round by Mr Kemp, a caretaker or steward for the Montresors. He 

gave Mr Slack the names of the bedrooms as he knew them - the Colonel's Room 
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and Bedroom, Mrs Montresor's, Mrs Davis's, Master William's (in the attic), in 

addition to Red, Green, White and Blue Rooms and the Best Bedroom. These 

meant nothing to the Harris's, who could not work out what stove or fender was 

meant for which. Across Mr Slack's attempt to explain, the General firmly wrote 

‘4 fenders for the 4 front bedrooms.’ 

 

There were minor queries to be answered. Mr Slack presumed he should send 

Tongs, Pokers and Shovels for each room; should he also provide oil for the 

lamps, as he did for Colonel Montresor?  A container of 33 gallons was duly sent 

off, on the Faversham Hoy, or sailing barge. Also by Hoy went the copper for the 

laundry, but he strongly advised against ‘Romfordising,’ or narrowing the chimney 

(as set out in Count Romford's treatise on the subject), as in his experience this 

simply led to problems. 

 

Furniture and decoration  

Meanwhile the important matter of furnishing was also underway. This job was 

entrusted to James Little, of London, who seems to have acted both as removal 

firm and interior decorator, and on occasion as domestic employment agent as 

well - he was once charged with finding a new housekeeper. Some of the 

furniture appears to have come from the Harris's house in Harley Street, but 

much of it Mr Little bought for them. 

 

The first load went off by Hoy on 31st July. This consisted of 56 crates, trunks, 

hampers, chests and boxes, as well as assorted pieces of furniture, including 2 

bedsteads, a pianoforte, carpets for the best bedroom and the White Dimity 

bedroom, and a tub of vinegar. 20 more followed on 7th August, including beds 

for Mrs Harris and Mrs Dyer, with their curtains, lines, ‘Tassells and every 

requisite for fixing them.’ He had also included patterns of carpet for Mrs Harris 

to choose from.  
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Some questions had obviously resulted from the first consignment. In his letter 

announcing the second delivery, Mr Little explained that ‘his reasons for making 

the Dimity curtains in the French mode was on account of it being the best 

bedroom in the house and the bed being of an ornamental description.’ There had 

also been a misunderstanding over carpeting the bedrooms. He had thought they 

did not want them fully covered, but only to have a strip round the bed. He 

promised to send the ‘Scotch carpet patterns.’ 

 

Deliveries followed at weekly intervals through August and into September. There 

was green calico to line bed curtains, more and more furniture, boxes with prints, 

paintings and carpets. Among the furniture were some bed steps, perhaps for the 

elderly cousin Elizabeth. A mirror was wanted for the dining room, so Mr Little 

visited a glass warehouse at Blackfriars Bridge in search of a suitable plate of 

glass, to be silvered and framed.  

 

Cushions for the ‘soffa,’ curtains and cornices were made up and despatched. He 

was to fix these himself ‘which will be a great satisfaction to me ... as they are 

something new in form and unless fixed with propriety cannot do me that credit 

which I am anxious to deserve.’ He would bring with him designs for mirror 

frames and the ‘hall lantharn shall not be forgot.’ Chairs for the hall were also in 

hand. 

 

In the middle of September, wallpapers were chosen and ordered. Perhaps on Mr 

Slack's advice, Mr Little asked that the carpenter took measurements of the 

rooms. He found another glass, of a better colour and more brilliant than the first, 

‘not fogged like the one in the library,’ but it was slightly larger than they had 

ordered. Did they want it?  Mirrors were also required for the drawing room, 

which was to be ‘a very elegant room.’ 
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Paper for the rooms, together with furniture for the dining room and breakfast 

room, 13 kitchen chairs, the dining room chimney glass (with anxious instructions 

for careful handling) and a telescope in a mahogany box, were all sent by Hoy on 

October 9th. A man was to hang the paper the following week.  

 

Mr Little was disarmingly self-congratulatory:  ‘the drapery for the library curtains 

is exactly what I wished, and I thought looked extremely handsome and noble.’ 

The family appear to have been similarly pleased with his work:  he was delighted 

that his furniture met ‘with general approbation.’ 

 

The drawing room was the last room to come together. The paper was chosen in 

November, and curtains made up. These were Tabaret, a fabric of satin and 

watered silk stripes. Chairs were to be recovered, and the sofa was to have white 

and gold legs to match them. Sofa tables were sent on December 26th (with Mr 

Devis's painting), and only in February was the room complete. 

 

The only murmur of complaint throughout this long process was a query in 

August as to the expense of sending everything in wooden packing cases, and a 

protest from the General in December when faced with the bill for wallpaper. Mr 

Little blamed their choice of a green pattern, this being always, he said, the most 

expensive colour. 

 

The Harris's appear to have been living in the house for most, if not all, of this 

period. Three of their children were nearly grown up, but they had three 

daughters under five, and their youngest son, Musgrave, was born actually in 

1801. They all seem to have been very contented with their new home, however:  

in October a friend was able to write ‘we hear often from different people what a 

most excellent residence you have.’ 
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Having settled his family in, the General turned his attention, as we have seen, to 

the gardens and the estate as a whole. To all of this, E.W. Brayley, in The 

Beauties of England, added his firm seal of approval in 1808. After crediting 

Wilks with the first house, and mentioning briefly Colonel Montresor, he goes on 

to say: 

       The situation is elevated, and commands an extensive prospect:  the  

       apartments are disposed on a very judicious plan, and the entrance is  

       thought to be in Wyatt's best style. The demesne has been much enlarged  

       by the present proprietor, who has purchased several contiguous estates,  

       and made many improvements in laying out the grounds, and planting; so  

       that this will probably, in a few years, be one of the most pleasant  

       seats in the county. The General's fondness for agriculture has also  

       induced him to attempt to improve the soil, by means of sheep, and that  

       with very considerable success. 

 

Charlotte Haslam 

April 1992 
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