


The BBC adaptation of George Eliot’s 
Middlemarch was also filmed here. 

Being a small town, it’s very easy 
for us to explore on foot in a couple 
of hours. Medieval alleyways lead 
off the High Street, named after the 
crafts once plied here. There’s Cheyne 
Lane (iron workers) and Goldsmith’s 
and Silver Lane. They lead us to 
Broad Street and the feeling that 
we’ve suddenly been transported to 
the Cotswolds, only without all the 
tourists. There is an explanation for 
this similarity. Stamford sits on the 
same limestone ridge as runs through 
Gloucestershire and on up to the 
Yorkshire coast.

In St Martin’s Church, with its 
beautiful stained glass, we admire the 
ornate tomb of William Cecil, who built 
Burghley House. In the churchyard 
behind lies Daniel Lambert, the largest 
man in England, who weighed 52st 
and had a waist of 9ft 4ins. Lambert 
died aged 39 in 1809, collapsing in a 

local pub after appearing as a ‘curiosity 
peepshow’ at the Stamford races. He 
was obviously well liked in these parts. 
His tombstone reads: “In personal 
greatness he had no competitor.” 

Beside the river Welland is a row of 
16th century almshouses, built by Lord 
Burghley for 13 poor men. These men 
were given half a crown (12.5p) a week 
and a new suit of clothes at Whitsun. 
That’s when they got their annual 
bath. Incredibly, the charity is still in 
existence today, as is that of medieval 
Browne’s Hospital on Broad Street. The 
impoverished folk who lived in Browne’s 
almshouses had to attend chapel three 
times a day to pray for the soul of their 
benefactor, a wool merchant described 
as being of “wonderful richness”. 
Nowadays there is just one service a 
week, at which anyone is welcome. 

Part of the building is also open 
to the public on summer weekends, 
including the chapel with its magnificent 
15th century stained glass. We saw a 
sample of this glass in the entrance to 
the eerily quiet courtyards. Apparently 
its yellow shade can be attributed to the 
use of urine as a colourant.

Our hotel, The Bull and Swan, is on 
the other side of the Welland and it 
takes a couple of attempts to find its 
entrance. Part of the quirky charm of 
this 17th century former coaching inn is 
its rather higgledy-piggledy layout. Our 
room is The Ram, the pseudonym of 
Sir Thomas Barker, Sheriff of Rutland 
around 1670. Like all the rooms it is 
named after members of an exclusive 
drinking club called The Honourable 
Order of Little Bedlam, which met at 
Burghley House. The dining room is 
also named after this club. Mercifully, 
especially as our room is right above 
Bedlam, we find that’s the only 

similarity. The Ram is very generously 
proportioned with lots of heavy, 
intricately-carved Indian furniture and 
exquisitely-embroidered throws. It’s 
right on the Great North Road, a lot 
more peaceful now than in the 18th 
century when Stamford boasted 95 
taverns associated with the coaching 
trade on the main route north.

This is where one of those regular 

WHAT ELSE TO SEE AND DO
*Learn more about Daniel Lambert 
at Stamford Museum. There are 
also displays about the town’s history 
and archaeology. Broad Street 
PE9 1PJ. www.lincolnshire.gov.uk/
stamfordmuseum 01780 766317. 

*The Land Rover Burghley Horse 
Trials from September 1-4. Regarded 
as the pinnacle of the autumn eventing 
calendar and the world’s longest 
continuously-running international 
horse trials. This year’s event is a 
milestone; it’s the 50th anniversary 
of horse trials on the estate. www.
burghley-horse.co.uk  

Box office; 01933 304 744. 

*The late Geoff Hamilton’s Barnsdale 
Gardens, eight miles away in Exton. 
There are 38 gardens in eight acres 
with a plant nursery and coffee shop. 
www.barnsdalegardens.co.uk 01572 
813200.

*Rutland Water Park, 15 minutes from 
Stamford, is great for walking, cycling, 
water sports, bird watching and fishing. 
The first wild osprey in England for 
150 years hatched and now breed 
here. www.anglianwater.co.uk/leisure/
what-to-see/water-parks/rutland/ 01780 
686800.
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travellers, Sir Walter Scott, is said 
to have doffed his hat to the view up 
to St Mary’s Church, claiming it was 
the finest sight on the road between 
London and Edinburgh.

Back at Burghley House it’s the hand 

of the famously temperamental Antonio 
Verrio that inspires such awe. From our 
first peek at the astonishing scale of his 
work in the Jewel Closet, to his Feast 
Of The Gods in the fourth George 
Room through to the incredible finale 
of The Heaven Room and The Hell 
Staircase, it’s exciting, mesmerising 
and disturbing all at once.

What catches everyone’s attention 
is the amazing detail. Verrio quarrelled 
with almost everyone in the house, 
particularly the cook, so he painted her 
in to the fourth George Room’s ceiling 
as the goddess of plenty. Unfortunately 
for her, he also gave her four extra 
breasts.

We’d entered Burghley via the 
cathedral-like kitchen, its vaulted 
ceiling designed to reflect great 
power and wealth. We were wowed 
by the Bow Room, its walls entirely 
covered with illusionist paintings by 
Louis Laguerre, giving it the interior 
of an Italian palazzo. We followed in 
the footsteps of Queen Victoria in the 
cavernous Great Hall, where, under its 
60 feet high ceiling, she would have 
been entertained by the Band of the 

Coldstream Guards.
It’s no wonder Hermann Goering, 

commander in chief of the Luftwaffe, 
had his eye on Burghley. As an avid 
art collector, he was particularly 
enamoured of the house and its 
parkland. He aimed to adopt it as 
his residence when the Germans 
conquered Britain.

The only non-local accents I hear 
in Stamford belong to a couple of 
young Japanese women, standing 
on the bridge over the Welland. Their 
cameras are focussed on that view 
towards St Mary’s Church, which down 
the centuries has invoked so many 
superlatives. 
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WHERE TO STAY
*The Bull & Swan at Burghley, 

St Martins, Stamford, PE9 2LJ
www.thebullandswan.co.uk 01780 
766412.

Delicious menu, plus specials 
board, is big on local suppliers and 
portion sizes and not overly fancy. 
Plenty of classics with interesting 
twists. You can eat in the bar, 
Bedlam dining room or sheltered 
courtyard. Service is particularly 
friendly and attentive.

INFORMATION
*www.visitlincolnshire.com
*Burghley House, Stamford, PE9 
3JY. www.burghley.co.uk 01780 
752451.
*For guided walks of Stamford with 
Blue Badge Guide Jill Collinge: 
01780 410780.
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