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Boyle Farm came into being in 1786 – as the rebuilding of a previous mansion that had stood on the 
site since around 1615 and was previously known as Fords, or Fords Farm.   “Ford” probably being 
connected to Edmund Ford who sold an estate in 1556, which at the time consisted of  “Thamys 
Dytton, Long Dytton, Claygate, Weston, Imworth (Imber), Chessyndon, and Talworth"; and included 
a house, garden, orchard, 300 acres of land, 20 acres of meadow, 200 acres of pasture, 20 acres of 
wood, 4 wharves, and 10 shillings rent".     Fords Farm passed through several families’ ownership 
before being leased in the early 18th century. 

Mrs. Charlotte Boyle Walsingham, the aristocratic widow of the Honorable Robert Boyle 

Walsingham, took up tenancy of Fords n 1782.  Apparently, she loved the house so much that in 

1783, she persuaded the then owner, Colonel Stephen Digby, to sell the estate to her.     The transfer 

deeds described the estate as  "the Capital Mansion called Fords, with pleasure grounds, orchards, 

garden, field, lawns, shrubberies, greenhouse, farmyards, barns, stables, etc. and Boathouse Close, 

and various parcels of land".   The estate also included islands in the river. 

Perhaps it was actually the location of the estate – beside the Thames and opposite Hampton Court 

Park that so pleased Charlotte, as she immediately had the house, and many of the outbuildings 

demolished and a new and grander building was erected in its place.  Further alterations were made 

over the following few years.    New building – new name, and probably not surprising that Mrs. 

Walsingham renamed the estate Boyle Farm.    
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The house itself was square; the facade was plain and described as “dull”, but the interior more than 

made up for the “plain” exterior.   Mrs. Walsingham and her daughter, also called Charlotte, were 

considered to be accomplished artists and examples of their work adorned every room, with the 

highly-regarded sculptures executed by Charlotte the daughter adding even more embellishment. 

The Walsingham ladies also entertained on a lavish scale, but as Mrs. Walsingham  "took care to 

invite no company to her house whom she disposed to disdain", all of her guests were either 

wealthy, aristocratic, famous, or all of those.    These included Horace Walpole, the artist Joshua 

Reynolds, the poet and playwright Hannah More and Fanny Burney; novelist and keeper of the robes 

to Queen Charlotte. 

The annual June ball, held at Boyle Farm, was so well-known and extravagant, that mention of it was 

made in The Times as “a splendid and costly ball”.   These events, which apparently did cost a small 

fortune was attended by Lords, Ladies, Dukes and Duchesses and a Prince or two.     

The last June ball took place in 1788, as Mrs. Charlotte Boyle Walsingham died less than a year later 

at the age of 51.    She left the entire estate to her only living child, Charlotte, who at the age of 21 

became the second wealthiest heiress in the country.     

It is said that Charlotte went a little wild after losing the rather tight constraints of her mother, to 

the consternation of the family friends, who worried that many an optimistic, “gold-digging” and 

entirely unsuitable male would be queuing up at her door.   If they did, Miss Boyle’s head was not 

turned and in 1791, she married the almost entirely suitable Lord Henry Fitzgerald.    He was the very 

handsome son and grandson of Dukes and the great grandson of Charles II, albeit illegitimately!   But 

being the younger son of a very large family, he was unlikely to inherit a great deal of wealth.  

Apparently a love match, the couple had 12 children, though there was a major hiccup in their 

relationship, when in the early 1800’s, Henry Fitzgerald formed a close and obviously improper 

friendship with the (unhappily) married Princess of Wales, Caroline Amelia of Brunswick.   Henry 

eventually backed out of the “friendship” by letter, probably on the insistence of his wife Charlotte. 
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In 1827, and reminiscent of the great June balls of the past, the Dandies Fair, or “The Great 

Carousel” was held at Boyle Farm.    This was to be a fete – the most opulent, ambitious and 

grandiose fete that had ever been held.     The ”Dandies” who organised the event, and who each 

paid £500 for the privilege, were  Lord Alvanley, Lord Chesterfield, Lord Castlereagh, Lord Robert 

Grosvenor, and the eldest Fitzgerald son, Henry William de Ros.  De Ros was the title gained by his 

mother Charlotte via her mother’s ancestral family connection to the de Ros barony.  

The event was described in The Times: 

"The Fete at Boyle Farm, on Saturday last went off with extraordinary eclat. Four hundred and fifty persons sat 

down to an excellent dinner without any confusion; nay, so attentive were the hosts to the physical wants of 

their guests, that there was a hot supper ready during the whole of the night for those in whom the pleasures 

of the eye and ear could not subdue the more simple appetites of hunger and thirst. The gardens were 

beautifully illuminated, and the fireworks on an island in the Thames had a fine effect. The phantasmagoria 

was conducted with great skill and success. But the principal charm was the brilliant appearance of a 

temporary room, where 24 of the loveliest ladies in London enchanted every eye by the elegant fancy of their 

dress, and the harmonious grace of their motion in a quadrille costume. Two gondolas, containing the principal 

singers, embarked on the Thames, whence the strains fell upon the ear with delicious effect, softened by 

distance. But no pleasure is without some allay; a group of male singers, who were instructed to wander about 

the grounds as itinerant minstrels, neglected this elegant portion of their duties, for the grosser amusements of 

gormandizing and drinking. They did worse: they disgusted everybody by excessive insolence and vulgarity 

which, no doubt, were partly attributable to their too great devotion to the substantial delights of the table, 

We must not forget that some Venetian Barcarolles, conducted by Velluti, before dinner, had an enchanting 

effect. This elegant entertainment will be long remembered by all who witnessed it". 

This was probably the last highlight of the Fitzgerald’s occupation of Boyle Farm – Lord Henry 

Fitzgerald died in 1829, and his wife Charlotte died in January 1831.  Presumably concerned about 

her eldest son’s excessive lifestyle and increasingly degenerate reputation, and although Henry 

William did automatically become 21st Baron de Ros, Charlotte did not leave the estate to him – or 

to any of her children.    She bequeathed houses in the village of Thames Ditton to William, her 

favourite son, and instructed trustees to sell off the whole of the rest of the estate – the profits to be 

shared equally between all of her seven living children.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Over the next few years, small parts of the estate were sold off and the house rented out.  In 1839, 

its tenant, Sir Edward Burtenshaw Sugden, MP and on-and-off Lord Chancellor bought what was left 

NEWSPAPER REPORT OF 
FIRE AT BOYLE FARM, THE SEAT OF SIR E. SUGDEN, AT THAMES DITTON, SURREY              
Great consternation pervaded the peaceful village of Thames Ditton at an early hour on Sunday morning, it 
being discovered that the above elegant mansion was on fire.  No sooner had the intelligence spread than 
many persons were on the spot, to render all the assistance that laid in their power to extinguish the flames, 
which threatened the total destruction of the surrounding premises.  The person who first discovered the fire 
was Mr. Harrison, of the Swan Inn, who , with praiseworthy alacrity, proceeded in company with several of his 
domestics to arouse the sleeping inmates of the house, and with some difficulty awoke Miss Sugden, who 
gave them admittance.  They then in all haste proceeded to put the fire out, which had communicated from 
the conservatory flues, where it is supposed to have originated, to Lady Sugden’s boudoir, when, after great 
exertions, their efforts were successful, and the flames were entirely subdued by half-past severn, three hours 
after the first discovery.  No engines, it would appear, were present, from the fact that individuals were 
obliged to obtain the water in buckets from the River Thames to arrest the progress of the devouring element.  
Sir Edward Sugden and his family conducted themselves with great coolness and presence of mind on being 
alarmed by the cries of “Fire.”   Some very valuable paintings have been destroyed, as well as other property, 
to the amount of £1,400.  We understand that Sir Edward is fully insured in the Globe office. 

January 1838 
 



of the estate, including the house.    In 1852, with the Tory Government back in power, Sir Edward 

became again the short-lived lord chancellor of Great Britain, with the title Lord St. Leonards.   When 

the post next came his way in 1858, he was in his late 70’s and so declined the position. 

Lord St. Leonard was a respected, though not necessarily liked, member of the village; refined, 

snooty and domineering, but generous with his time and money  compared to the hedonistic  and 

narcissistic Walsingham and Fitzgerald families.    He took great interest in the village school, 

arranging an afternoon of food and games for the children in the Boyle Farm grounds every year.    In 

1863, on the marriage of Prince Albert Edward of Wales, St Leonard gave a tea for the children and a 

substantial dinner for 200 working class village adults, followed by a bonfire and fireworks.  

But after several incidents which had caused friction between Lord St Leonard and the Thames 

Ditton villagers, the St Leonard family became the subject of several quite malicious practical jokes.  

No-one in the village was actually accused of being the perpetrator, and in fact most of the pranks 

were probably far too intricate and brazen to have even crossed the average peasant’s mind.  The 

culprit was never discovered but the most likely suspect was Edward Burtenshaw Sugden, St. 

Leonard’s own grandson, namesake and heir – Lord St. Leonard being as unpopular in his own family 

as he was in the village .........!   After further disagreements with his grandson, St. Leonard changed 

his will, cutting out his grandson and heir altogether.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Edward Burtenshaw Sugden senior, Lord St. Leonard died at Boyle Farm on January 29th 1875, at the 

great old age of 94.  Surprisingly, (or maybe not ........) his contentious last will and testament could 

not be found, and was never found.    By law, the estate thus passed to the errant – and overlooked - 

grandson!  But not for long.   Charlotte Sugden, St. Leonard’s daughter, who had witnessed her 

father’s will and knew of its contents, took the case to probate, and won. 

Boyle Farm so passed to Reverend Frank Sugden, whose residency in Thames Ditton was sporadic.  

When he died in 1886, the estate again passed to the troublesome grandson, Edward Burtenshaw 

NEWSPAPER REPORT 
PRACTICAL JOKING OR PRACTICAL RUFFIANISM 

We are sorry to hear that no clue has yet been obtained to the perpetrators of the series of dastardly 
and cruel tricks which have for some time been played on Lord St. Leonards.  It was suggested that 
some of his servants were implicated in the affair, but their master, at least, has faith in their innocence.  
The transmission of forged orders to tradesmen in his lordship’s name, which, after the publication of 
his former letter ceased for a time, is now renewed.  Only on Wednesday, he received a telegram from 
“Fowler of Bushey, Glasgow, to Sugden”, announcing that a heifer and bull would be sent on Friday.  
The malignant spirit of these hoaxes is shown not only in the persistence with which they are kept up, 
but the form they assume.  One of Lord St. Leonard’s daughters was on a visit inTorquay and just as she 
was preparing for dinner, she received a telegram, in the name of his lordship’s butler, stating how 
seriously ill he was and that he wished her to come home immediately.  This she did, travelling all night, 
and reaching her father’s bedroom at half-past seven in the morning, with the expectation of finding 
him dying.    The other forgery was for an immediate order of new marbles, describing the quality and 
length and breadth of the proposed slabs, and the inscriptions, copied from the present tombstone –
which were to replace the present erection over his wife’s tomb.  It is an abuse of language to call such 
abominable outrages a “practical joke” and the Police ought certainly to exert themselves to discover by 
whom they are perpetrated. 

May 1870 
 



Sugden junior.    Yet again, not for long!  In July 1886, Edward was declared bankrupt and the house, 

grounds and all of the St. Leonard lands would be sold to settle the estate.  

 

The house and grounds were sold in 1890 to Herbert Mainwaring Robertson.  17 acres of other land 

was auctioned in 1891 and disappeared under Portsmouth Avenue and River Avenue. 

Mr Robertson immediately undertook a major renovation of the exterior of the house, described as 

“old fashioned” on its sale.     Despite turning a now rather dismal looking house into a highly 

attractive one, Herbert Roberson was unfortunately, as stroppy, and proud and possessive of his 

property as his predecessor, Lord St. Leonard. 
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Mr. Robertson seemingly decided Thames Ditton was not for him,  and  he left the village, but in 

1906, set up the Boyle Farm Estate Company Limited, with a view to sell off land for road building, 

with great success.   He died in 1917 and his company was wound up in 1922; the house being all 

that was left of the Boyle Farm estate.       

Boyle Farm House was bought by the Order of the Compassion of Jesus, an Anglican religious order, 

who turned it into the Home of Compassion, a charitable care facility for the elderly, a role which 

continues today. 

For further detailed information on the colourful lives of the Boyle Farm residents, please see: 
http://www.moleseyhistory.co.uk/books/surrey/boyleFarm/index.html 
 
Terri  Last   2018 
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