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Client

Whitby Abbey House,  
North Yorkshire

Dating back to the 16th C and YHA in 2006, Abbey House was to become their flagship hostel. We were 
commission to interpret the building, fulfilling the HLF Funding requirements, whilst not interfering with the 
day-to-day running of the hostel.

We decided to bring the past to life by selecting key characters within the timeline, and using professional 
actors, film a video guide to the house as well as shoot the characters for display panels.

We commissioned a steel sculpture to commemorate the discovery of a 13th C timber during the 
renovations, which featured a carved sea serpent, and working with two local schools, organized the official 
launch event with over 60 children performing scenes from the history of the house.
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Whitby Abbey House
Sir Hugh Cholmley I 
1600-1657

1626-1629
Sir Hugh Cholmley, his wife 
and his three children live 
in the Gatehouse

1633
Commenced work 
encasing the timber 
building with a stone 
structure

1645-1649
Hugh Cholmley I was exiled to France with 
his family. His wife returned to petition for 
his return and eventually secured his safe 
passage in 1649.  Meanwhile, Abbey House 
was used as a Parliamentarian garrison

1652
Sir Hugh Cholmley returns 
to Abbey House

1657
Sir Hugh Cholmley dies leaving his 
son, Hugh Cholmley II, to inherit  
the house

1644-1645
Defends Scarborough 
Castle under seige from 
the Roundheads until he 
was forced to surrender 
in June 1645

The great-grandson of Sir Richard Cholmley, 
Hugh was well educated, attending Jesus 
College, Cambridge. In 1624 he was elected 
MP for Scarborough, and represented the 
town in every succeeding Parliament until he 
was excluded from the House of Commons for 
changing sides, declaring for the King during 
the English Civil War 1642-1651, having been 
persuaded by the arguments of the then 
Queen, Henrietta Maria of France.

He defended Scarborough Castle for over six 
months under a Roundhead siege, until he 
was forced to surrender in 1645, after which 
he was exiled in France with his family. His 
wife Elizabeth however returned to England to 
petition for his safe return, which she secured 
in 1649 having walked 30km from Malton to 
Whitby during a particularly severe winter.

In 1657 Sir Hugh published his memoirs in 
which he detailed the works he completed 
on Abbey House, having first lived in the 

Gatehouse with his family, describing the house 
as “ruinous with walls of timber and plaster”. 

He commenced works in 1633 to encase the 
timber structure in stone, the best remnant 
of which can be seen in the outer stonework 
of the north facing Central Block, served by 
restored mullioned and transomed windows. 

Sir Hugh Cholmley died in 1657 and the 
House then passed on to his son, Sir Hugh 
Cholmley II.
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1642
Outbreak of the  
English Civil War

John Yeoman 
c. 1645

1644-1645
Siege of Scarborough Castle until 
Sir Hugh Cholmley I was forced to 
surrender in June 1645 and was 
forced into exile

1649-1653
Replacement of the 
English Monarchy with 
the first Commonwealth 
of England

1653-1659
England ruled under 
a Protectorate under 
the personal rule of 
Oliver Cromwell

1645-1652
Abbey House taken over and used as a Parliamentary garrison until 
Sir Hugh Cholmley I returned from exile to reclaim Abbey House

1649
Execution of King Charles I

1660
Restoration of the English 
Monarchy with the coronation 
of Charles II in May 1660

 
John was born in Whitby and fought on 
the side of the Parliamentarians (known as 
Roundheads for their close-cropped hair), 
during the English Civil War 1642-1649. 

From 1645 Abbey House was seized from Sir 
Hugh Cholmley I after he was forced into exile 
to France for his Royalist allegiance, and used 
as a Parliamentarian garrison. Evidence of this 
has been found during the recent renovations, 
with many musket balls being found under  
the floorboards.

 
There were two types of musket used during 
the Civil War; the matchlock and the flintlock, 
which could be as long as five feet having a 
firing range of up to 300 yards. 

These weapons were dangerous and clumsy 
to use – some of the longer muskets needed a 
rest to balance the barrel on because they were 
too heavy to hold! They were impossible to 
reload quickly and so were most effective when 
a group of musketeers fired a volley of shots at 
the enemy.
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The Stained Glass

Elizabeth Ann Neville 
1813-1886 

The second wife of Sir Charles Strickland, Elizabeth 
was the inspiration for the building of the North 
Block, which included the Baroque-style staircase 
with stained glass clerestorey and full-height bay 
windows in the lounge overlooking the gardens. 
These changes were made by Charles in preparation 
for their wedding in 1866.

Also at this time, the front of the house was 
effectively turned 180° so that the South 
town-facing facade became more prominent. They 
also constructed Abbey Lodge at the main entrance 
to the site in the same style as their new work to 
Abbey House.

Other evidence of works at this time include the 
part-glazed screens in the North Block and the 
moulded brickwork on the outside walls.

1864
Robert Cholmley dies and the house passes to 
the Strickland family who are descended from 
the marriage of Nathaniel Cholmley’s third 
daughter Henrietta to William Strickland.

1866
Charles Strickland builds the North Block
and remodels the East Block, changing
the whole façade of the building and 
installs the ornate Baroque staircase
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1886
Elizabeth Strickland 
dies leaving  
Sir Charles with  
two children

1896
The house is let to the 
Home Reading Union 
and is used as a  
holiday home

The eight stained glass windows were completed by James 
Powell & Sons of London who had a considerable reputation 
at that time and it is extremely rare to find such in a house press

1633
Work commences on the stone 
builing including the creation 
of the kitchens

This pair of reused 
openings with corbelled 
flat heads and stop 
chamfered arrises are 
located within the 
eastern wall of the 
earliest part of the 
building and were 
probably fireplaces 
dating from the 14th 
century.

The two black and white 
photographs were taken 
by the RCHME on 30 January 1979 and show the 
room before the central partition was removed.

Corbelled Cupboards

1300's

The timber framing here is of fairly poor quality with no 
evidence of studs or bracing that would be expected in 
a fully timber framed structure and in this room appears 
to have been inserted into an existing stone building 
during the 16th Century probably c.1570.

Timbers

c. 1570

1652
Creation of a walled 
orchard in the gounds

1740
A series of Parterre gardens laid 
out in the kitchen garden.

1636
A wash house and a 
brew house are built

Mary Barker 
c. 1652 

Mary worked as a kitchen hand during the mid 
17th Century entering the service of the House 
whilst just 8 years of age. Life in service was harsh, 
with no pay other than board and lodging and few 
holidays except public festivals. Punishments for 
idleness or clumsiness would often be very severe 
and working hours long and arduous.

As well as helping in the kitchen, Mary will have 
been expected to help with the general cleaning of 
the house and the laundry.

Here she is seen mixing ‘creels’ for oatcakes 
– coarse oatmeal, flour, milk, yeast and sugar, which 
would then be baked on a hot ‘bakestone’ and 
hung to dry on racks suspended from the ceiling 
known as creels.
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1555
Sir Richard Cholmley 
buys the land outright 

1541
Sir Richard Cholmley 
leases the Abbey lands 
from the Crown

1570
Work starts on the 
timber framed house 
under Sir Francis 
Cholmley

1633
Sir Richard Cholmley’s great grandson, 
Sir Hugh Cholmley I, starts work on 
encasing the timber structure in stone
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Christopher Mead 
1546-1582 

The first timber framed house was erected in 1570 
and extended across what is now the Central Block. 

Several features of the frame are still in evidence 
after more than 400 years, including the timber 
frame itself, as well as the wattle and daub opposite. 

Split lengths of oak (the wattle) woven together 
were then covered with a mixture of lime, 
earth straw and small pebbles (the daub). 

The late 16th Century timber framed building 
was short-lived as the evidence suggests 
that it was replaced or encased in stone 
within 70 years of its’ construction.

Christopher Mead was a joiner working in the 
Whitby area around the time of the first timber 
framed construction. Life would have been hard 
with long hours in poor working conditions, 
using hand made tools and all for little pay. 

Christopher died at the age of 36 from the pox which 
swept through Europe during the 16th Century.


