
TEWIN WATER HOUSE  

“....... a new and handsome house”.   That was the description of Tewin Water House by 

Pevsner’s Architectural Guide in 1819.  No longer new, but certainly still handsome, this 

elegant building is still as pleasing to the eye as it was when Pevsner first saw it.  

However, the house built in 1799 was not the original Tewin Water House.   

 

It’s known that the Tewin Water estate was owned from the 13
th
 century to the 

Dissolution of the Monasteries in 1540 by the Priory of St Bartholomew, Smithfield, and 

in 1544 was in the ownership of Sir Thomas Wrothe and his family, who probably lived 

on the estate.  During the reign of Queen Elizabeth I, it was owned by Mr Richard Hale, 

and then, for a time, became the property of the Earl of Salisbury.  But the first recorded 

house was built in 1689 by Squire John Fleet and has undergone several changes since.  

(But it wasn’t until 1714, when the house was purchased by James (John) Fleet, that it is 

understood to have undergone several improvements).  On his death in 1733, James Fleet, 

who was the son of a Lord Mayor of London, bequeathed the estate to his widow (later to 

become Lady Cathcart) during her lifetime and, since there were no children of the 

marriage, it was to pass to Squire Fleet’s nephews on her death.   

 

Before that time, however, during Lady Cathcart’s ownership, the house was witness to 

some of the most dramatic events in its history.    

 

Lady Cathcart 

Lady Elizabeth Cathcart was born in 1691, the second daughter of Mr Thomas Maylin, a 

Battersea Brewer.  A great beauty, she is believed to have taken three more husbands 

following the death of John Fleet, although the number of marriages isn’t certain.  Her 

wedding ring was inscribed with the words “If I survive I’ll make it  five”, reputedly 

referring to her husbands, but reports vary and the general belief is that she married only 

four times, and it was the fourth of these marriages which was to bring her great grief and 

misery.   

 

She was known to have said that she married her first husband, John Fleet, for love, her 

second, William Sabine, for wealth, her third, Lord Cathcart, for rank, and her fourth, 

Hugh Maguire, “at the instigation of the devil”!  Hugh Maguire was an unscrupulous 

villain, commonly known as ‘the wicked colonel’.   He became notorious for his 

appalling treatment of Lady Cathcart, whom he terrorised in an effort to persuade her to 

hand over her jewels and the deeds of Tewin Water House.  Having adamantly refused to 

succumb to his demands, Lady Cathcart was taken to Ireland by her husband and 

imprisoned in his family home at Tempo Manor.  She was locked up for many years in 

what later became an out-building, where she remained until his death.   



 

 

In W. Branch Johnson’s book ‘Memorandoms For….’ on the Carrington Diary, the 

colourful story of Lady Cathcart’s kidnapping is recorded by John Carrington.  Then aged 

just 15, he was given the job of Under Gardener at Tewin Water, and was witness to the 

events of the day in 1746 when Colonel Maguire persuaded his wife to take a coach ride 

to Brocket Hall in Welwyn for an airing.  Accompanied by his brother and a fellow 

Irishman, they set off at 2 o’clock, with Maguire ordering two geese for dinner at home 

that evening.  But they didn’t return and, according to John Carrington, he and the other 

servants ate the dinner!  The first news they had of Lady Cathcart came when two of 

Colonel Maguire’s servants returned to strip the house of its best furniture and china, 

telling the servants that her Ladyship had given permission since she had gone to Oxford 

to visit the dying mother of the Colonel.  In fact, she had been transported to Ireland, not 

to return for 21 years. 

 

Her treatment became legendary, but the manner of Hugh Maguire’s death is still a matter 

of dispute.  One story suggests that, having been unsuccessful in persuading his wife to 

reveal the hiding place of her jewellery and title deeds, Hugh Maguire went to look for 

them in a cupboard high in the walls of Tewin Water.  Whilst climbing the ladder it 

slipped and he fell and broke his neck.   

 

Another report suggests he broke his neck in Ireland whilst out hunting and it was said 

that when Lady Cathcart looked out of the window of the room in which she was 

confined and saw his lifeless body being brought back into the house, she was overcome 

with feelings of relief and joy. 

 

Yet a third version records that, having emerged from her imprisonment as a ragged, half-

starved, largely deranged woman, by then well over 70 years of age, Lady Cathcart gave a 

different account of the circumstances of her husband’s death.  She said that having 

eventually forced her to reveal the hiding place in Tewin Water House, Hugh Maguire 

hurried to the estate to claim her fortune.  Knowing this was stored in a secret 

compartment behind some panelling, he stood on a table to reach the hidden door.  When 

the rusty lock on the door resisted his efforts, he impatiently attacked it with a jack-knife, 

but the knife slipped and badly cut his hand.  As a result, lockjaw set in and he is said to 

have died in agony soon afterwards. 

 

After his death Lady Cathcart returned to Tewin.  According to John Carrington, she 

found Tewin Water House occupied by a Squire Steel who, for the previous 21 years, had 

taken it on lease from Colonel Maguire.  However, this arrangement ceased on the 

Colonel’s death and Lady Cathcart was able to resume residence.  She initially had 

difficulty retrieving her money but everything was finally returned to her and she lived at 

Tewin Water House for a further 21 years.   During this time she demonstrated great 

kindness and charity to the poor, and when she died in August 1789 at the age of 98, she 

was well loved by all who knew her.  



 

The Cowper Family 

By that time, however, Tewin Water House had been bought by Earl Cowper, who acquired 

it in 1785 when the estate was sold to cover mortgages taken out by the nephews of Squire 

Fleet.  Earl Cowper demolished the house in 1789 and built another on the same site.   

 

When the house was finished, it was let to Lord John Townsend, who was related by 

marriage to Earl Cowper, and he occupied the house from 1791-97(?).   Seven years later, 

in 1798, Henry Cowper, the fifth Earl, and a cousin of the first Earl Cowper, and Clerk to 

the House of Lords, demolished the house because the design was not to his liking.  He 

then commissioned a house to be built “in a nobler style” and after its completion a 

reference in ‘Memorandoms For…..’ records that Henry Cowper held a great feast at 

Tewin Water for the men working on the new house, stating that it was attended by 130 

people, who had a “Good Dinner & 3 Barrels of Bear” (spelling as written). 

 

Designed by John Groves and remodelled in a fashionable neo-Greek style, 

it is this elegant house we see today standing in a beautiful, tranquil setting, framed by 

mature trees and shrubs.  Situated in the Mimram Valley, Tewin Water House sits in such 

close harmony with its surroundings, it’s difficult for today’s visitor to visualise any other 

structure in its place.   

 

The design for its landscaped grounds and parkland (which had previously been a deer 

park) were drawn up by Humphry Repton, at the request of the 5
th

 Earl Cowper, and 

formed part of the plans for landscaping the whole of the Mimram Valley from Digswell 

to Hertford, including Panshanger.  Having been approached by Earl Cowper, Humphry 

Repton visited Tewin in May 1799 and his plans for the Tewin Water House Estate, 

completed in July, are preserved for posterity in ‘The Red Book’, a red leather-bound 

book now held in the Hertford Records Office.  Apart from detailed descriptions for 

Tewin Water, the Red Book also contains a series of pictures of the house. 

 

The River Mimram was dammed below the house to create a lake with tree covered islets, 

woodland was planted along the northern shore and the grounds were landscaped.  The 

main approach to the house is via the east of the estate, just north of the bridge on Tewin 

Road, by what was then the newly constructed Tewin Lodge.  In 1798 the road from 

Welwyn to Hertford ran close to Tewin Water House and so Humphry Repton decided it 

should be moved to its present site (now the B1000). 

 

After Henry Cowper’s death in 1840, Tewin Water House boasted a number of 

distinguished tenants, including Lord John Townsend in 1791, The Earl of Uxbridge from 

1840-54, The Marquis of Anglesey 1854-58, and Mr George Burnand, a wealthy London 

stockbroker, who was related to Sir Francis Burnand, the Editor of Punch.    In 1892 the 

tenancy was taken by William Hale Charles Pery, The Third Earl of Limerick, Lord in 

Waiting to Queen Victoria and Chief Whip to the House of Lords.  He died suddenly in 

1896, reportedly at Tewin Water House, and is buried in Digswell.  In addition, Mr John 

Currie occupied the house from 1856-61 and Mr Trower from 1892-1902. 

 



The Beit Family 

From 1902 to 1950 the house became the country retreat of the Beit family when it was 

acquired on a furnished lease by Alfred Beit.  Born in 1853, he and his brother, Otto, 

were sons of a Jewish merchant living in Hamburg, Germany.  Alfred proved to be a 

genius with figures and, having spent time studying the diamond market in Amsterdam, 

emigrated to South Africa in 1875 during the ‘diamond rush’.  There he developed the 

Kimberley mines and the Rand gold fields.   He became life-Governor of the De Beers 

diamond mine, as well as holding directorships of many other companies, among them 

the British South Africa Company and Rhodesia Railways.  He amassed a considerable 

fortune, reportedly £11 million, and was said to be the richest man in the world.  A 

generous philanthropist, one beneficiary of his munificence was Cecil Rhodes, a great 

friend to whom he gave support in a number of business ventures.   

 

Alfred Beit also founded a chair for Colonial History at Oxford University and 

bequeathed a great deal of money for university education and research in South Africa, 

Rhodesia, Britain and Germany.  In fact, being concerned about the quality of education 

in Great Britain, he made a significant donation towards the foundation of the Imperial 

College of Science and Technology, which gesture was recognised by the erection of the 

large Alfred Beit memorial which flanks the entrance to the college.  

 

Alfred was a shy man who never married, but it’s reported that after giving a ball for 400 

people where every lady guest received the gift of a diamond, he was inundated with 

offers of marriage!  However, he remained a bachelor without heirs, so following his 

death in 1906, Tewin Water House was inherited by his brother, Otto Beit, a financier 

and, like his brother, a great philanthropist.   

 

The house became the country estate of Otto and his wife, Lillian.  Knighted in 1924, it 

was Sir Otto who had the greatest impact on the village of Tewin.  In 1922 he built the 

Memorial Hall on Lower Green, on land provided by Lord Desborough, as a tribute to the 

men in the village who had died in the First World War.   

 

Sir Otto and Lady Beit had two sons and two daughters, but it was the eldest son, 

Theodore, who was to cause them great sadness.  Having entered the army, and become a 

Second Lieutenant, Theodore was thought to be enjoying his military life, but subsequent 

events proved otherwise.   Aged only 18, he became the victim of a practical joke which 

caused him such distress, he was later found dying in his room with a sporting rifle by his 

side.  An enquiry revealed that he had been expected to join in a game of ‘Cub-Hunting’ 

with other young officers.  When he failed to turn up, they entered his room and made an 

‘apple pie’ bed as well as dumping the contents of drawers on the floor.   Theodore, a 

very sensitive young man, who already believed that his German surname was a 

handicap, felt this ‘ragging’ represented a rebuke, and in an extract from a letter 

addressed to his father he wrote:  



 

“My dearest family – this is all a great mistake, but I did not hear anything about the fox 

hunting tonight and so unfortunately went to the pictures.  The result is that everybody 

was extremely angry that I was not in the mess and so my room was all wrecked.  I cannot 

stand all this.  It will get about, and what will everybody think of it?  Besides I shall have 

to go through hell another night, so I think the best thing for me to do is end my life.  It is 

nobody’s fault except that other fellows my age do not seem to like me”.    

 

This latter comment was totally disputed at the subsequent enquiry when it was said that 

Theodore Beit was on excellent terms with his brother officers.  Evidence showed that he 

had shot himself in the head by lying on the floor with the gun at his side, a string being 

tied at one end to the trigger and at the other round his boot.  Nobody heard the shot. 

 

In his summing up at the enquiry, the Coroner concluded that Theodore Beit was of a 

sensitive disposition, and it appeared “the privation of Friday night had taken his nerve”.  

The Jury returned a verdict of suicide during a temporary mental derangement. 

 

Throughout his lifetime, Sir Otto maintained his brother Alfred’s links with Imperial 

College, and also founded the Beit Memorial Fellowship for medical research in his 

memory.  As a director of Rhodesian Railways Limited, Sir Otto also set up the Beit 

Railway Trust and there is now a Beit Bridge over Africa’s River Limpopo.    

Sir Otto died in 1930 and his remaining son, Alfred, inherited Tewin Water House, 

together with the baronetcy.  He continued to reside at Tewin Water with his widowed 

mother and regularly flew his own plane around the country, taking off from an airstrip in 

the grounds.  He enjoyed a very busy social life and Tewin Water House was visited by 

many well-known people from the film world, including Greta Garbo.   

 

After declaration of the Second World War, Sir Alfred was commissioned into the RAF, 

and in 1939 he married Clementine Mitford, a cousin of the celebrated Mitford Sisters.  

Sir Alfred and Lady Clementine Beit were said to be ‘the most handsome couple in 

London’.  Great art lovers, they accumulated one of the greatest private art collections in 

Britain, and took this with them when they later moved to Ireland.  Such was the value of 

their collection it became the target of three robberies in Ireland, one of which 

subsequently became the subject of a book and several films.  Sir Alfred died in Ireland in 

1994, aged 91, and Lady Clementine Beit died in 2005, aged 89. 

 

Among the eminent people who visited Tewin Water House was General de Gaulle who, 

during the War years, stayed at the house for many months as the guest of Sir Alfred’s 

mother, Lady Lillian Beit.  His great pleasure was to go horse riding around the parkland 

and by the River Mimram.  However, in 1945, before the end of the War, Lady Beit 

decided to move to her London home in Belgravia.  Before she left Tewin, all her staff 

gathered on Lower Green and she visited them there to say her farewells.  She died in 

1946 and, as with her husband and son, Theodore, is buried in the Beit family grave in St 

Peter’s Church, Tewin. 



 

Change of Purpose 

For a short period of time following the death of Lady Beit, Tewin Water House became 

a Country Club, but the house, park and gardens were then sold to a Mr A H Adey, (a 

lady called Adey still lives in a house on the estate – a relative?). 

A Mrs Drapers also lived at the house, and sold much of the timber planted by Humphry 

Repton.  

 

Great changes were to follow when, in 1953, following a compulsory purchase order by 

Hertfordshire County Council, the house became a school for children with hearing 

problems.  Many people still living in Tewin today were employed at the school.   But in 

1997 a new school was built on the site of the Monk’s Walk School and the Tewin Water 

school was transferred to the new building.  Fortunately, there had always been strong 

links with Monk’s Walk, and children from Tewin Water who were able to cope with 

mainstream classes, had in the past joined some lessons at Monk’s Walk, helped by their 

own support assistants.  Therefore, the new location proved very convenient and this 

practice has continued to this day. 

 

In the years following, Tewin Water House was allowed to fall into a state of disrepair.  

Then, in 2000, plans were submitted for the renovation of the house and other buildings 

and it was restored to its former glory, albeit now divided into several apartments and 

privately owned by its residents.   

 

Tewin Water remains the “noble” house envisaged by Henry Cowper in 1798.  And 

despite seeing many changes in structure, tenancy and purpose since first built, its 

fascinating history and peaceful location amid lovely gardens alongside the River 

Mimram, surely make it one of the most interesting, as well as one of the most beautiful 

houses in Hertfordshire.  
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