
Destruction of a Wiltshire Mansion 1889 
 

 
One of the most destructive fires that have ever occurred in Wiltshire took place at East Knoyle, a village about three 
miles from Semley Station, on Sunday, when Clouds House, the country seat of the Hon Percy Wyndham, was 
destroyed.   
 
The fire was discovered about half past seven in the morning, by one of the housemaids, in a bedroom on the 
second landing, and immediately over the hall.  She at once raised an alarm, and the servants rushed to the spot 
with all speed, but the dense volume of smoke, which had by this time pervaded the apartments, prevented their 
doing but little to check the progress of the fire.  The bell connected with the mansion was rung to summon the 
assistance of the villagers, but the majority mistook its meaning being under the impression that it was rung out of 
respect to Mr Wyndham’s valet, who was at the time lying dangerously ill in the house, but whom they believed had 
that morning expired.  The mansion was fitted with all the newest inventions for the prevention of fire, but the sharp 
frosts of the past week had frozen the hydrants which convey the water from the reservoir to the house, and 
consequently some delay was experienced in getting things in working order. 
 
After playing for a short time on the flames, the servants recognised that, unaided, their efforts to extinguish the fire 
would be fruitless, and mounted messengers were despatched in all directions for the assistance of the fire brigades 
and other help.  
 
Attention was in the meantime directed to the removal of the furniture, oil paintings, plate, jewelry, and other 
valuables, and it is satisfactory to state that the greater portion was safely taken out and warehoused in the adjacent 
buildings.  Some valuable furniture, however, on the upper floors fell a prey to the flames, as did much clothing, 
especially that of the female servants who, it is said, had nothing left but that in which they were attired.  A much-
prized picture of “Angels” by Burne Jones, perished.  It was affixed to the wall on the side of the staircase and 
although great efforts were made to remove it, all failed, and those who would have rescued it from its impending fate 
were perforce compelled to leave the hall, which had now become invaded by the fire.  When the alarm was given, 
the majority of the inmates were in bed, but so quickly did the smoke and fire make headway that either from 
bewilderment or necessity, many left the house in a semi-dressed condition, and completed their toilets on the lawn.   
 
The only visitors in the house were Lady Elcho and her two children.  The lives of the children were endangered by 
the smoke, but they were rescued by Mr Guy Carleton, Mr Wyndham’s valet, who was lying ill in that portion of the 
mansion which was destroyed, and removed to another part of the house.   
 
A large quantity of woodwork was utilised in the erection of the mansion and this gave a wonderful impetus to the 
flames.  All the best rooms were panelled in oak, and it was asserted that much pitch pine had also been brought into 
requisition.  This, in some measure, accounts for the surprising fierceness of the fire, for room after room became 
involved, and the flames spread with incredible rapidity.  The day of the unfortunate occurrence, being Sunday, a 
large concourse of people assembled, between one and two thousand, it is estimated, and when the fire brigades 
with their engines arrived, they were ready to lend a helping hand.   
 
The fire brigade first to appear on the scene was that of Mere, and it would be interesting to give a statement of 
Captain Humby, who commanded the brigade.  He said, “When I arrived, the body of the mansion was in flames, and 
I saw that it was impossible to save it.  I thereupon directed my attention to the servants’ department, which adjoins 
the mansion proper; and we were successful in cutting off the fire by preventing it spreading through the passage on 
the second floor.  Subsequently we took the hose to the top of the tower and from there we had a splendid advantage 
of the whole building, and played with good effect on the higher stories and roof, and the water, as it descended, 
materially delayed the progress of the fire in the lower part of the house.  We tried to save the smoking room, but 
soon discovered that the flames had got too strong a hold.   
 
The members of the Brigade were enabled to explore the room, and to save much of the furniture, but all hope of 
saving the room itself had to be abandoned.  We were materially assisted by Lord Stalbridge, who explained the 
geography of the house to us, and lent us other valuable aid.  The gable ends of the masion, being weather-boarded, 
gave the fire a considerable advantage.  We gave the dining room every attention, and it is almost miraculous that it 
has not been destroyed.  It is now (9pm Sunday night) comparatively safe, and it is hoped that this may be saved 
from the fate of the other rooms.  Mr I Jupe, of Mere, has very kindly collected our overcoats for us, and sent them, 
together with refreshments.  I feel proud of my Brigade in the way that they have obeyed orders, under very trying 
circumstances.  Our engine is the new jubilee one, by Shand, Mason, & Co., and it has done admirable work.  It is a 
manual one.” 
 
Shaftesbury Fire Brigade (Captain Stowell) was the next to arrive.  The rough state of the roads prevented the horses 
from travelling fast, and it was found necessary to have them “roughed” before a start could be effected.  The hose 
supply was insufficient, but on application to Colonel Fane Benett, of Pyt House, eight lengths were lent.  
Unfortunately, after the engine arrived, it was found impossible to put it to work for a long time, the screws being 
loose.  When, however, it was set in motion, it did good execution.   
 
The Earl of Pembroke’s brigade and steam engine from Wilton House was last to arrive, but its powerful assistance 
was quite opportune.  Captain Carse, who commanded, spoke of the difficulty he experienced in getting horses to 
bring the engine down.  The Earl of Pembroke provided a relay as far as Dinton; Mr Duke of the Wyndham Arms, 
Fonthill, to Fonthill; and Mr Harry Woods of Tisbury found horses to conclude the journey. 
 
The steam engine was located at a pond a good distance from the mansion, and threw three jets of water; and the 
manuals drew their supply from tanks.  With the arrival of the Wilton House engine, the battle between the two 
elements began in real earnest, but after a long struggle, the fire proved the victor.  The brigades, however, 



accomplished their purpose in preventing the flames spreading behond the tower, but the servants’ apartments and 
the dining room are the only parts of the mansion that have been rescued.  The roofs fell in with loud crashes 
resembling thunder, during the earlier part of the afternoon, and at four o’clock, what had been one of the most 
beautiful mansions in the county only a few hours previously, was nothing but a huge mass of smoking ruins.   
 
The engines continued to play on those parts of the building where fire lingered, and midnight had arrived before the 
Brigades saw their labours ended.  Then they remained on the qui vive in fear that a fresh outbreak might occur.  The 
brigades worked with an assiduity which was remarkable, and many feats of bravery and narrow escapes are 
reported.  Some of the men were wholly unrecognisable, so discoloured were their faces with soot and mud, whilst 
the clothing of the majority was completely saturated with water.   
 
Lord Stalbridge, who is at present residing at East Knoyle, arrived at Clouds House shortly after the fire broke out, 
and rendered invaluable aid.  With his knowledge of the interior of the house, he was able to direct the members of 
the Brigades; and his coolness and collectedness served him in good stead.  With a cigar between his lips, he 
mounted the ladder and directed the water upon the flames, and was ofttimes seen carrying a couple of buckets of 
water to some part of the house from wherever fire could be reached. 
 
Although the conflagration was so extensive, not a single accident occurred at the hosue, but it is sad to record that 
when the Mere Fire Brigade were en route to the fire, Mr S Farthing, a member of the Brigade, was accidentally 
precipitated into the road.  He fell on the peak of his helmet, the brass binding of which inflicted a sever cut on his 
forehead and his lip was badly torn by a stone.  He was rendered insensible.  Two members of the Brigade returned 
to Mere with the unfortunate man, and his injuries received the necessary surgical attention. 
 
The Brigades and others who assisted were provided with refreshments in the house.  A large body of police were in 
attendance, under Superintendent Bull, and did good service in intercepting intruders and preventing damage being 
committed. 
 
Service at the church in the morning was practically dispensed with, and in the evening only an abridged form of 
service was used. 
 
The valuable collection of books, for which the mansion was renowed, were safely removed.  It is expected that the 
Hon Percy  Wyndham and Mrs Wyndham and family will now return to their London establishment.  Of course, it is 
not yet known as to the Hon. Gentleman’s intentions respecting the future of his seat at Knoyle, but the destruction of 
the mansion will prove a great disadvantage to the village. 
 
Clouds House has only been occupied about four years.  It was a mansion of palatial proportions, standing on an 
eminence and commanding a beautiful view of the surrounding country.  Its interior had been fitted at enormous 
expense, and its construction is said to have cost over £100,000.  The huge block of buildings stood on an area of 
nearly one acre and a half of land, and between six and seven years were spent in their erection. 
 
It is conjectured that the fire arose from overheating.  The enormous loss is partially covered by insurance. 
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