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William Newton — An Elusive Practitioner
Margaret Wills
SUMMARY
Contemporaries referred to William Newton (1730–98) as one of the most eminent architects of his
time. This paper, drawing upon little-used contemporary source material in newspapers and
advertisements (as well as other documents), provides a chronological survey of his work, including
hitherto unrecognised examples. His greatest talent was to provide handsome country houses for the
wealthy and those who aspired to the life of a country gentleman.

INTRODUCTION

I

n 1 7 0 0 N e w c a s t l e wa s t h e fo u rt h most important port and centre of commerce
in England, ranking after London, Norwich and Bristol1 the growing coal trade had
increased the prosperity of the area. Newcastle’s situation in north east England on a
tidal stretch near the mouth of the Tyne made it a useful port for the dispatch of coal and other
minerals to London. Its two counties, Northumberland and Durham, had been largely agricultural areas, but now landowners found they could exploit coal discovered on their
property or make money from way-leaves paid for the passage of waggonways carrying coal
over their estates. Some of these landowners wished to make their prosperity known by
improving their present homes or building anew. Lord Burlington (1694–1753) had brought
the fashion of the Palladian villa to England and those who had made their fortune through
coal in the north were tempted to follow his example and build in the Palladian mode.
At first those who could afford to build on a new site turned to well-established architects
from the south of England. Daniel Garrett (active 1727–53), a friend and follower of Lord
Burlington, worked in the northern counties and published in 1747 Designs and Estimates of
Farm-houses, &c. for the County of York, Northumberland, Westmorland and the Bishoprick of
Durham. Here he specialised in smaller farmhouses where the owner had found his original
house too large.2 He worked at Wallington (Northumberland) for Sir Walter Calverley
Blackett where he remodelled Wallington House c. 1740–43 and made a suite of rooms, while
building in the grounds a Coach House-cum-archway leading to the service court.3 He also
worked at Gibside, County Durham, for George Bowes, where he built a laundry, stables and
also a Gothick Banqueting House (1741–45) which set the fashion for other buildings in this
style in the north.4 Garrett’s practice seemed to be taken over on his death in 1753 by James
Paine (1717–89) who began a series of country villas in the north for the rich and discerning.
He designed three villas in Northumberland in the 1750’s. William Fenwick commissioned
Bywell Hall from him about 1750 where a new block was built to front an older house.5
Gosforth House for Charles Brandling was started in 1755 and completed in 1764 being the
largest of Paine’s Northumbrian villas.6 He also built a villa at Belford for Abraham Dixon
c. 1755–56 with the main floor of the house raised on a rusticated basement and a plain but
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majestic façade. Here landscaping was also by Paine.7 His one villa in County Durham is at
Axwell Park, designed in 1758, and was a source of much acrimony as his client, Sir Thomas
Clavering, altered the plans and omitted some ornamentation which Paine had designed.8
Through such architects as Garrett and Paine the rich landowners and entrepreneurs of
Northumbria could now own houses based on the Palladian pattern.
Garrett’s practice in the north east consisted largely of alterations to houses, such as
Nunwick (Northumberland), or smaller garden buildings; Paine’s villas by contrast were
built for some of the richest families in the area. The average medium-sized Palladian villa in
the north was five bays wide and two or three storeys high with a basement. The main
entrance was in the centre front, facing south, with a reception room on either side of it. A
central hall led to other rooms, with a staircase to rooms on the upper floor. Decoration was
usually confined to the entrance door, while bands wrapped round three sides of the house
and occasionally there was the use of the floating cornice.
As a young man William Newton (1730–98), the subject of this paper, would have been able
to study these Palladian villas while he was improving his knowledge of architecture, repairing municipal buildings and renovating churches at the beginning of his career. Newton must
have learnt much about building from his father, and they seem to have worked in partnership in the 1750’s. However little is known about how he gained his skill in drawing and
familiarity with the work of architects other than Garrett and Paine. His early acquaintance
with George Bowes and his estate at Gibside, County Durham, may, however, give a clue to
this knowledge. His first known dealings with Gibside were in 1753 when his father was
supervising the building of Newcastle Infirmary with Bowes as one of the patrons and his
connection with the Bowes family continued for at least the next ten years. Bowes had built
up a small library of books on architecture, and subscribed to three books on architecture
which proved influential, William Kent’s The Designs of Inigo Jones (1727), James Gibbs Book of
Architecture (1728) and Palladio’s The four Books of Architecture (1738).9 Bowes gained much of
his knowledge of architecture from books and it seems likely that he would help the aspiring
young Newton to further his interest in architecture
It was into this inventive, exciting and prosperous world that William Newton was born.
He was the most prolific architect in the north-east of England during the last thirty years of
the eighteenth century In spite of this, no portrait of him exists and no record of such a picture
has been traced. Also, though a great deal of his work is well recorded, little is known of his
private life. Perhaps his architectural practice and a family of eleven surviving children kept
him fully occupied, with little time for a social life or an opportunity to make a record of his
activities.

NEWTON’S LIFE
William Newton was the son of Robert Newton and his wife Mary; Robert had married Mary
on 10 Aug. 1728.10 William was baptised on 20 December, 173011 at St Andrew’s Church,
Newcastle upon Tyne and lived in that parish until 1769. He had a good education, not at the
foremost school for boys at that time, the Free Grammar School,12 but perhaps at a school
attached to one of the four Newcastle parishes or one endowed by a local wealthy dignitary;
his handwriting and vocabulary were certainly a result of a careful teaching. He was taught
his trade by his father who had been, trained as a shipwright 13 and later became a builder-
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architect. William married Dorothy Bell on Tuesday, 31st May at St Mary’s Church,
Gateshead, as recorded in the church’s Parish Register. Now in his thirty-third year, he was
described in the wedding notice as an ‘eminent architect’ in the Newcastle Courant on 4th June,
1763. Here began a marriage which produced twelve children, six sons, one of whom died in
infancy, and six daughters.

YOUTH
Th e B o w e s C o n n e c t i o n
In 1753 Newton wrote to William Leaton, agent for George Bowes, a local coal-magnate and
estate-owner, asking if he could buy stone from Bowes’ Crookgate Quarry. Bowes was one of
the Presidents of Subscribers to Newcastle Infirmary and this transaction was no doubt
connected with the new Infirmary building, which Daniel Garrett had designed.14 A letter was
later addressed directly to Bowes in 1759. It was about repairs to Bowes’ ‘Little House’ or
lavatory at his country estate at Gibside, County Durham. Repairs had already begun there
and Newton hoped that his suggestions for finishing the job would be agreeable. It was a
confident letter written from one equal to another.15
The Bowes connection gave further work to Newton. George Bowes’ sister, Elizabeth,
bought a house in Old Elvet, Durham city, for £500 in July, 1758 and Newton was the architect
for the alterations to the building.16 The workmen employed at the house were those who had
worked for her brother at Gibside. They included Christopher Richardson (1709–81), who
carved the figure of Liberty for the column at Gibside and Philip Daniel (active 1741–68), who
had executed the plasterwork in the estates Banqueting House. Newton’s work on the house
continued until March, 1761 when the last payment was made to him after Elizabeth Bowes’
death. A ‘Plan and estimate of the House and intended offices in Elvet, Durham’ was dated
29 June, 1772,17 and showed a laundry, kitchen and stables to the rear of the property. This
house remained in the hands of the Bowes/Strathmore family during the first part of the nineteenth century. John Wood’s Town Atlas of Northumberland and Durham shows a Plan of
Durham surveyed in 1820, with a long burgage-like property belonging to Lord Strathmore;
by the middle of the century this had become the Durham Temperance Hotel, a name which
remained until 1925, when it became part of the County Hotel. The entrance to the present car
park at the Old Elvet side of the hotel is perhaps the Site of the Bowes’ house and the old wall
to the car park may be part of this property.
M o o t H a l l a n d C a s t l e G a r t h (N e wca st l e )
In January, 1760 Newton was asked to alter the Nisi Prius Court in Newcastle upon Tyne.
(This was held in the medieval Great Hall of the Castle, which was referred to as the ‘Moot
Hall’ at that date; it was the predecessor of the present Moot Hall.) The Newcastle Quarter
Sessions Order Book states: ‘Mr Wm Newton, Architect having according to his Undertaking
made and complete the alterations of the Nisi Prius Court at Moothall. It is ordered that the
treasurer pay him the sum of one hundred and five Pounds for the same and it is also ordered
that the Treasurer pay him ten pounds eight shillings for extraordinary work done at the said
court.’18 This was the court for the County of Northumberland and was used for hearing civil
cases by judges of assize. Newton undertook more work for the Jury Room in the Castle Garth
in 1766,19 making a new table and two benches, charging ten pounds, ten shillings. Three
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years later he did further work at the Moot Hall in the Castle Garth, where he altered and
repaired the Court at the Crown End for £89 2s 10d.20 Newton was paid for carpenters’ and
painting work done there.21 In 1771 Newton undertook more work and three years later was
paid £16 18s 11d for alterations to the Moothall Court22 In all he acted as architect to the Moot
Hall at the Castle Garth for sixteen years.
S i m o n b u r n C h u rc h ( N o r t h u m b e rl a nd )
The parish at Simonburn was at one time the largest in England, covering 260 square miles,
and was called ‘The Great Parish’. Much of the surrounding land was wild moorland, but the
size of the parish warranted a large church. Robert Newton was asked in 1762 to repair and
beautify the church and his estimate for the work was £124 18s. 4d. A second estimate
included his son’s name and was £125 5s for the aisles and £18 for mending and plastering
the nave and white-washing it.23 The Newtons took the walls down to ground level and
rebuilt them higher than before, restoring the north and south aisles.
S t A n n ’ s C h u rc h ( N e w c a s t l e )
Another church commission was for St Ann’s, City Road, Newcastle, begun in 1764 and
consecrated by Bishop Trevor on 2nd September, 1768 (fig. 1). A small chapel had been built
there for a hermit in 1344 in honour of St Mary the Virgin and her mother St. Ann and was to
serve the people of Sandgate. It had been neglected after the Reformation and although some
repairs had been carried out it was decided to build anew for the growing Sandgate population. The building was situated on the fields to the east of the town overlooking the Tyne and
was built as a chapel of ease to All Saints for the Corporation of Newcastle, which bore the
cost of the building. Stones from part of the old town wall of Newcastle, which formerly ran
along the Quayside, were used for its building in 1763.24 Newton was at the beginning of his
career, aged 34, when he designed the church, and he did not follow the fashionable central
plan with the preacher teaching from a position within in his congregation. He had to please
the people from Sandgate who preferred a more conservative approach. The church is rectangular with a broad apse at the east end, and tall recessed windows on all but the entry side.
Here a Tuscan portico forms the entrance to the church and behind it a taller pedimented wall
forms the west end of the nave. The composition is completed by a square tower, embellished
with urns, and with a clock on each face. A bell hangs above the clock tower behind wooden
slats; it bears the names of Edward Mosley and Richard Lacey, who in 1767–68 were Mayor
and Sheriff of Newcastle.25 As these two dignitaries were the most important in the town it
seems reasonable to conclude that the bell was cast specifically for the new church. The belfry
is surmounted by two octagonal stages and a spire.
Alterations to the building were made at the turn of the twentieth century when all windows were reduced in breadth and the ceiling, which had been flat, was replaced by a heavy
cove and bands of guilloche ornament. Extensive cracking appeared in 1993 in the south-east
cornice and walls of the church, which was remedied, only to occur again four years later,
Further work was carried out to stabilise the church and was completed in 1999. Meanwhile
in 1998 the vicar’s vestry on the south side of the entrance became lavatories and an old
kitchen on the north side became the vicar’s vestry and office. Newton’s plan has thus been
subjected to some modernisation.
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Fig. 1
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St Ann’s Church, Newcastle.

L u nati c A s y l u m ( N e w c a s t l e )
Newton designed a Lunatic Asylum in 1765 for the counties of Newcastle, Northumberland,
and Durham, (fig. 2),26 which took two years to build. It was situated in part of Warden’s
Close, outside Newcastle town walls near Gallowgate. His delicate signed presentation
drawing of the elevation showed a plain façade one and a half storeys high with a hipped
roof. The only decoration was the entrance bordered by Tuscan columns and surmounted by
a pediment. The plan of the ground floor was made up of small cells arranged round the
keeper’s room and kitchen, with a staircase to the upper floor and a court for exercise at the
back. The asylum was opened in 1767.
Wo r k f o r t h e O r d Fa m i ly
Robert Newton had worked for William Ord at Fenham Hall making bookcases in 1751.27 The
Fenham Estate cash books record that he paid two years land tax of £4 13s 2d in 1759, showing
he must have been living in Ord property. He directed repairs at Fenham in 1762.28 Later, in
1765, William Ord employed Robert’s son, William, at his Benwell Estate near Newcastle.
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Design for Lunatic Asylum, Newcastle. (Northumberland Record Office, ZBL 269/69).
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Here he submitted several plans, including one for a farmhouse and for a gateway from the
Carlisle road near Newcastle.29 Ord in this period was seeking to extend his influence and in
1750 bought an estate at Whitfield (Northumberland). The purchase was completed in three
stages, the last in the Court of Chancery on 1st May, 1754 for the ‘Whitfield Purchase Dr to
Wilson & Peele [£] 16,005 6s 0’.30 By 1758 the estate was valued at £29,323 17s 6d. At this time
the search for minerals was one of the reasons for buying a country estate and from his
Whitfield property William Ord had access to both coal at Coanwood and lead ore at Limestone Cross. Under this new ownership Newton altered the medieval church at Whitfield for
Ord and built a parsonage house nearby in 1766–67.31 He was also involved in bridge
building. A letter survives from William Newton of March 21st, 1765 to Mr. Ord which was
accompanied by an estimate for a bridge over the River Allen.32 A bridge here had first been
completed in 1762 and half the cost was met by William Ord:33 ‘William Ord Esq. Ordered that
the Treasurer pay him the sum of one hundred pounds in further payment of the Sum agreed
to be paid by the County toward the Charge and Expence of building a Bridge over the River
Allen.’34 This bridge must have been destroyed and Newton was engaged to replace it.
Newton wrote to Mr. Ord with ‘An estimate of the expence of Building a bridge of one Arch
68 feet wide over the River Allon near Whitfield £267-19-5.35 The bridge was near Cupola
where the two branches of the River Allen met, and was constructed to carry lead ore to the
smelt mill at Cupola. By 1779 further estimates were asked for a bridge at Cupola as Newton’s
bridge had partly failed in the 1771 floods and had finally been carried away in the following
year. In a letter from Newton to William Ord of March, 1765, it seems that his sister was
friendly with her brother’s patron and was perhaps staying with the Ord family when the
letter from him was sent to Ord; ‘I am glad to hear you and the family are all well, please to
acquaint my sister th’t we are all well.’36 Newton must have been on terms of some intimacy
with the Ord family, but we do not know in what capacity his sister was staying with the
Ords, as a friend or as a paid companion.
Th e Wal l i n g t o n G a r d e n H o u s e a nd Wa l l ingt o n Drawings
Newton made a comprehensive series of drawings of garden buildings for Sir Walter
Calverley Blackett of Wallington (Northumberland). Twelve of these were for a Garden House
on the Newcastle road, and varied from designs for a small one-storey cottage to a small villa
with kitchen offices to the rear (fig. 3 ); one of these drawings was dated 1765.37 The Garden
House was built for the estate in 1766 near the present walled garden. Edward Keith, who
became head gardener at Wallington in 1892 and lived in the Garden House for over forty
years, asked Sir George Trevelyan (1896–1928) why the Garden House was built. He replied,
‘Only he knew, at Sir Walter Blackett’s death it was occupied by a lady and her daughter, said
to be living on Sir Walter’s bounty. After that time it was let to people of means’.38 The
building is two storeys high with a cellar and full-height canted bays to the east and west with
three bays to the south. The entrance is on the west flanked by a bay on either side. There is
a central chimney stack on a hipped roof. A wing adjoins a courtyard at the back of the house
and some kitchen offices lie to the north on a Palladian pattern, with a piggery and a dovecote
closing the courtyard. Other buildings for animals were built later.
Newton also designed a much smaller building, the Owl House gazebo, situated by the
walled garden. Two more drawings are included in the series, one for a Gamekeeper’s House
near the Lake of 1769, and one for a rotunda of the same date, similar to that built by Newton
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Aerial view of Garden House, Wallington (Northumberland). Attributed to Sky Views and
General of Leeds.

at Heaton Park, This drawing was signed ‘Wm. Newton Archt.’ as if in the tour years since
he signed the drawing for Newcastle Asylum with his name alone, he had gained enough
confidence to proclaim that he was an architect. He also made a drawing for a pavilion at
Rothley Shield and a Gothick building near the lake, which bore a resemblance to Rothley
Castle.39
C h a r l o t t e S q ua r e ( N e w c a s t le )
Newton was a prolific worker and keen to introduce new building types. Among these was
the ‘London Square’, a way of turning rows of houses into a coherent architectural construction. Covent Garden, to the east of the city, was the first such square laid out in London and
was promoted by the 4th Duke of Bedford in 1629.40 Lincoln’s Inn Fields, also to the east of
London, was another example, a large development with a central lawn built by 1658,41 which
provided modest houses bought on leasehold.42 The fashionable St James’s Square in
London’s west end was built in the third quarter of the seventeenth century, when the King
was requested to grant freehold to thirteen or fourteen palaces which would form the square.
The idea failed and smaller houses were built, with Palladian type town houses forming a
uniform square round a garden.43 Something similar had been attempted in Newcastle in 1727
when a chapel was built in a large field near the foot of Westgate Road. The chapel itself was
built by voluntary subscription and the Unitarian congregation bought building plots round
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Charlotte Square, Newcastle.

it. This was known as Hanover Square in honour of the reigning royal family and principals
of the revolution. Unfortunately some of those who had shares to complete the scheme sold
them for other purposes and the square was never completed.44
Newton was keen to build a square and on the 5th May, 1769 he entered into an agreement
with the Mayor and Burgesses of Newcastle upon Tyne that he would lease land which had
belonged to the Bennet-Chessie friars ‘with the liberty to build thereon’ (fig. 4).45 The site was
at the head of Fenkle Street and the deed stated that Newton should ‘build erect make and
finish eight at least good fashionable and commodious Dwelling Houses’, It also stated that
‘none of the said intended Dwelling houses shall be of less Height than three Storey’. Four of
the houses had to be completed within six years and the other four within fourteen years. A
modern note was struck when he was asked to ‘take care of and preserve all the Timber Trees
now standing and growing upon the said Premises’ and a shrubbery was made a focal point
of the buildings.46
The houses formed only part of a square with one complete side adjoining two shorter ones
and it was to be known as Charlotte Square. No. 1 at the top of Fenkle Street is built in the
form of a villa six bays wide. It has a basement and four storeys above. There is a decorative
entrance with six steps lined by iron railings in the third bay, while the sixth bay was
originally an open passage to the rear The other houses are smaller and more uniform in size
with varying style doors. As often with Newton’s houses the façades are largely plain and
characterised by bands of different thicknesses.
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Newton occupied two of the houses himself and seems to have referred to one of them
when working on Backworth Hall because among the estimates Newton made for this Hall
in 1778 is a note that Mr Colpitt’s drawing room at Killingworth was 20 ft long, 20 ft broad
and 121⁄2 high.47 Later the Backworth estimate was revised to make the building larger, and
Newton compared the drawing room with the dimensions of ‘My son’s eating room in
Newcastle’. The measurements of his son’s new house were 73 ft 6 ins at the front and 57 feet
deep, and on Sept 1, 1783 Newton added ‘Left the old house and came to live with my son’.48
The whereabouts of his son’s new house is not known, but it could have been one of the two
houses his father owned in Charlotte Square.
William Newton’s wife died at Charlotte Square on 5 January, 1789 aged 49 years, as
recorded on the gravestone in St Andrew’s Church, Newcastle and later that year his father
Robert died there aged 86 years.49 Newton advertised a house to let in Charlotte Square in
1797, presumably when he decided to move to Green Court where he held freehold messuages.50 By this date he had lived and worked in Charlotte Square for many years. Five of
Newton’s twelve children had been baptised in St Andrew’s Church in Newcastle and the
other seven were baptised at St John’s Church, the parish Church for Charlotte Square,
showing his residence in these parishes when his family was growing up. At the end to his
life he returned to his old parish, dying at Green Court opposite St Andrew’s Church in 1798.
Fenham Hall (Newcastle)
William Ord’s house in Fenham had been completed in 1748 and Daniel Garrett had charged
£10 10s for the plans.51 Later, in 1762, Robert Newton had directed repairs here.52 Subsequently William Newton designed two wings and a new north front for Fenham Hall in about
1770, although the sum of £100 in the Cash Book for 13 August, 1788 has led to a later date
being proposed for this work.53 This amount compares with an estimate for Mr Colpitts’
Killingworth House of 25 March, 1778 ‘making the Plans elevations and Sections and
Superintending the Building . . . £100’.
K i e l d e r C a s t l e ( N o r t h u m b e rl a nd )
During the 1760s and 1770s the Duke of Northumberland was adding a series of Gothick
buildings to his estate and wished to build a shooting-box on the Northumbrian moors.54 He
favoured Kielder for the first of the series and Newton built Kielder Castle for him from 1772
to 1775. Newton had worked at Gibside, County Durham, and would have seen its Banqueting House, which was the earliest Gothick architecture in the area being built from 1741–45.55
Newton was at home with Gothick design as well as the Palladian style and here produced a
building with towers and battlements, though some of those now visible are later additions.
James Losh, the diarist, wrote in 1812 that ‘Kielder Castle is finely situated and the country
round is very wild and romantic’.56

MATURITY
A s s e m b ly R o o m s ( N e w c a s t l e )
The work which made Newton’s name was the Assembly Rooms at Newcastle upon Tyne
(fig. 5). The building was at the south end of Fenkle Street near Newton’s housing venture at
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Fig. 5
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Assembly Rooms, Newcastle. Engraving from J. Brand, The History . . . of Newcastle upon
Tyne, London, 1789, vol. 1, facing p. 121.

Charlotte Square and continued his development in this part of the town. Thomas Sopwith
(1803–79) described the structure:
The building has a stone front adorned with wings, and having a pediment in the centre, supported
by six Ionic columns. A spacious entrance-hall leads to a handsome staircase. The apartments used
as assembly rooms are equal, it not superior, to similar towns in the Kingdom.57

The Rooms were paid for by public subscription and the cost, including furniture and other
expenses, was nearly £7,000. The foundation stone was laid on 16 May, 1774 and the building
was opened in Race Week, the 24th June, 1776. The ballroom was handsomely decorated with
chandeliers and elegant plasterwork. People flocked to the new Assembly Rooms and
Newton’s reputation was made.
Those wishing to build a house on their own account now turned increasingly to the newly
acclaimed architect. We have seen that he had already designed a small house at Whitfield for
the Ord family, the Parsonage House of 1766–67, and also the Garden House at Wallington of
1766. Further, the design of Kielder Castle had been entrusted to him by the Duke of Northumberland in 1772. Now he gained commissions for larger houses which he planned on the
villa principal.
Castle Eden (County Durham)
The Estate and house at Castle Eden, County Durham, were in ruins after 150 years of neglect
when Rowland Burdon senior bought the property in 1758 and ‘enclosed and improved the
lands, rebuilt the Church from the ground, and erected a mansion-house not less remarkable
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Fig. 6 Castle Eden, County
Durham. Left — Palm house by
P. R. Hicks, 1863.

for its situation, than for the simple elegance of the structure’.58 The date 1777 is given on two
of the rain-water pipes at Castle Eden (fig. 6), and this seems a more likely date for the house
than the one formerly attributed to it of 1758, which was the date of purchase. Before dealing
with the site of the ruined manor house Rowland Burdon senior had built the church nearby,
which was completed six years after the purchase of the manor. Rowland Burdon senior
founded Newcastle’s second bank with his partner Aubone Surtees in 1768,59 and the family
finances would be unlikely to afford the building of the house at Castle Eden until after the
bank was well established. When Burdon senior rebuilt the house he did so according to
Newton’s designs on a classical plan with gothick decoration. There are seven bays at the
front and five at the side. A canted bay reaches to the battlemented top storey both at the front
and back of the house. The plan was like that used at Whitfield and North Dissington and this
may indicate the later date of the house in Newton’s œuvre, and be in keeping with the 1777
date on the two rain-water heads.60
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Fig. 7
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Backworth Hall (Northumberland).

K i l l i n g w o r t h H o u s e ( N o r t h u mb e rl a nd )
Newton undertook alterations to George Colpitts’ Killingworth House, six miles north east of
Newcastle, which Colpitts had bought in 1767. It was a large house of seven central bays with
round towers of three bays at each end of the façade. It stood on the south side of the village
and was demolished in 1954.61 Colpitts was a public-spirited wholesale grocer and on the
Common Council. He was on the committee for the rebuilding of Longbenton Parish Church
according to Newton’s plans, and a trustee for the Hexham to Alnmouth turnpike. When
Killingworth Moor was enclosed George Colpitts was awarded 129 acres.62 Newton’s alterations to Killingworth House may have been the addition of wings,63 and took place shortly
before 1778 because in his estimates for Backworth Hall, made on 25 March, 1778, he wrote
‘The above is a copy of the prices I had for the carpenter’s work of Mr Colpitts’ House at
Killingworth’, and ‘making the Plans elevations and Sections and Superintending the Building . . . £100’.64 A copy of the measurements and prices would only be useful if they had
recently been used for another building.
Bac k w o r t h H a l l ( N o r t h u m b e r l a nd )
Backworth Hall is one of the most pleasing of the houses Newton designed. He submitted
various plans for the Hall to be built for Ralph William Grey junior in 1778 (fig. 7). The family
was related to the Brandlings of Gosforth House, for whom James Paine built the new house
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and offices in 1755–64. Of the various plans submitted for the hall, the estimate for plan
number 6 was accepted and implemented.65 The estimate, made on March 24th, survives, and
is in a coarse hand unlike Newton’s usual neat writing and gives the cost as £2,597-09-2. On
the next day a list of carpenters’ work was made by the same hand and referred to carpenter’s
work at Colpitts’ House at Killingworth, which has been mentioned earlier. There is little
evidence that Newton had assistance in running his practice but these two estimates show he
may have employed a copyist. The cost of the plan 6 dated 25th April, 1778, in Newton’s
hand, was £2,705, ‘To furnish all Materials and Workmanship excepting the Carriage of all the
Materials Quarrying the Stones and Casting the Cellars.’ He added ‘The building of the
Offices is not included in the above sum’.66 The latter must refer to the wings or pavilions
which were not mentioned in plan 6, but were given in plan 2 as costing £889 6s. It also shows
that the kitchen offices must have been planned within the main house as the wings were
optional and were largely used for stabling. The fact that Newton did not include some
expenses in his estimate meant that his client would have other bills to meet as well as his
architect’s.
Backworth Hall is a typical Palladian villa with a cellar, half basement and one and a half
storeys above. The main façade of the house has five bays and a Venetian door at the top of a
flight of steps. Like many of Newton’s houses the entrance is the most decorative part of the
façade. Its three central bays project slightly and are crowned by a pediment. The east and
west sides of the house are five bays wide with an entrance to the basement. Each side has
two rain-water pipes, which in the usual Newton fashion avoid disfiguring the front of the
building. A band separates the rusticated half basement from the smooth ashlar above and
another joins the sills of the principal storey. The rear has five bays, of which the central three
project below a pediment. The exterior of the central villa survived a fire in 1960, but the
interior was damaged and has been altered. An archway to the inner hall has twin columns,
which are similar to those in the hall at Acton House, and a renewed royal staircase leads to
the first floor, which has been changed to form only one room. Wings are attached to the north
west and north east corners of the main block. Newton had not planned separate pavilions to
a villa before, though the front of the Assembly Rooms consisted of a main block with a
pavilion on either side of it. Here the pavilions were joined to the rear of the house and
perhaps planned as an alternative choice for offices, but were eventually used for stabling. Of
the west pavilion only a wall, with five bays of blind arches and the central three projecting,
remains and on the east a square roofed building with five blind arches, the central three
similarly projecting, survive. The house is now Backworth Miners’ Welfare Hall and both it
and the grounds are well cared for.
H e at o n H a l l ( N e w c a s t l e )
Newton began the remodelling of Heaton Hall, on the outskirts of Newcastle, in 1779.
Originally built by Richard Ridley in 1713, it was a plain, three bay, three storey house, with
three sets of chimneys; pleasure grounds were laid out with a large walled garden, a lake,
groves and plantations. Sir Matthew White Ridley wished to give his house a more modern
‘gothick’ look when he inherited it in 1778 and Newton added a tower at each corner of the
façade of the house and crowned the towers and wall between them with battlements. The
house had been built of brick and Newton faced the front with stone. His innovations gave
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the house a more romantic appearance. The first payment for the house was made in June,
1779 and was for £220.67 The alterations were completed in 1781, costing in all nearly £400.
Newton also added a rotunda in the grounds sited to the west of the house, overlooking the
Ouseburn. This was later removed to Blagdon (Northumberland), where it still stands, a
roofless reminder of the Heaton Hall estate.
S t A n d r e w ’ s C h u rc h ( N e w c a s tl e )
About 1780 the refitting of St Andrew’s Church, Newcastle was carried out and this was very
probably work of William Newton. There was not enough room for the congregation and the
furniture was held to be old-fashioned. Seating was at a premium and those who could not
afford box pews or were strangers were accommodated in a broad central passage. Extensive
reconstruction was necessary. Newton was an influential member of the congregation, and his
ideas would be respected by members of the church, who would wish to follow his plan.
Newton may have made a plan for the church about 1785, which could have been used later
by John Dobson.68
H o w i c k H a l l ( N o r t h u m b e r l a nd )
Howick Hall was built for a bachelor, Sir Henry Grey, eldest brother of the first Earl Grey,
from designs by William Newton in 1781–83. James Paine and other architects had also been
asked to submit proposals, but Newton was the successful candidate. ‘It stands upon the site
of a small mediaeval tower, which was pulled down in 1780 to make way for the new building.’69 The house is large, nine bays wide on the north front, and three storeys high, while the
south front, which had the original entrance, is also of nine bays, the three central ones projecting, with four giant Ionic engaged columns and a pediment. The ground floor is rusticated
and the alternate windows on the first floor are pedimented. Newton built two-storey
pavilions to house the services to the north west and north east of the main block. They were
attached to the house by straight one-storey wings. Newton’s relationship with other workers
and builders is little known but the Howick records provide one insight. On one occasion
Thomas Fitzwalter, a furniture maker who carved and gilded chairs for John Hussey Delaval,
was seeking work at Howick. He wrote to Lord Delaval that he ‘requests a recommendation
to Sir Henry Grey who has built a good house at Howick’.70 ‘Mr Newton is in charge of the
work at Howick, but he bears ill will towards TF [Thomas Fitzwalter] from a previous
occasion.’ It may be significant that Fitzwalter was not always diligent in his attendance to
work while Newton expected others to live up to his own example.
Later, in 1809, George Wyatt (1782–1856) altered the main Howick entrance from the south
to the north and the passages joining the wings to the main block were changed into quadrants. A disastrous fire in 1928 ruined the central block of the main house and it was then
remodelled by Sir Herbert Baker (1862–1946). ‘The north front was opened up, above ground
floor level, and screened with two giant Tuscan columns, which carried the original pediment.
In the centre of the house there is an inner courtyard, with a rotunda one storey high’.71 After
the fire the Grey family went to live in the west wing and the estate offices occupied the east
wing. The house is now deserted, save that teas are served in the east quadrant, part of the
old ball-room.
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S t N i c h o l a s ’ C h u rc h ( n o w C at he d ra l ) (N e wca st l e )
In 1783 St Nicholas’ Church, Newcastle, was in urgent need of repair and Newton was
engaged to change the disposition of the pews and alter the furnishings so that the acoustics
could be improved. A sum of more than 400 guineas was subscribed on the first day of the
subscription opening. The former magnificent decoration of the church was doomed though
there was little opposition to the new plan. Many of the monuments were removed and
shortly after 1777 ‘a scheme was suggested for converting it into a kind of cathedral’.72 Later
John Dodds (d. 1801) and David Stephenson (1757–1819) were also engaged and the work
was finished by 1787.

FURTHER COMMISSIONS
Wh i t f i e l d H a l l ( N o r t h u m b erl a nd )
When Newton was working at Whitfield on the church, the parsonage and Cupola Bridge in
1766–67 no notice was taken of his letter suggesting that an ‘order for a plan for the principal
House at Whitfield should be made’.73 We have already seen that William Ord had bought the
property at Whitfield in 1750. He was succeeded by his son, also William, in 1768 who married Eleanor Brandling of Gosforth House a year later. It was during this ownership of the
property that Whitfield Hall was built. Newton was asked to provide estimates for the
house,74 which had to include remains of a pele tower and an Elizabethan wing. The estimate
for the building of the hall was dated March 21st, 1785 totalling £1,679 3s, and ‘All materials
and workmanship is included in the above estimate & excepting the Carriage’.75 This was a
very different estimate from the one made for the client for Backworth Hall where materials
and some work were listed separately from the main total. The favourable estimate may have
been made because of the Newton family’s long association with the Ords and the friendship
which had grown between them.
The mansion is five bays wide and two storeys high with a cellar, while another storey plus
other additions were made in 1856. The central doorway is tripartite in the Venetian style and,
as usual with his buildings, no rain-water pipes appear on the front of the house. There is a
full height canted bay on the east side, a feature which he often incorporated into his later
houses, and a rectangular bay to the west, while the mansion is unusual in that there are no
bands or string courses. There is an attractive coach-house and stables dating from 1786,
which must be included in Newton’s work as his accounts cover work from August, 1785 to
March, 1789.76
A l l S a i n t s C h u rc h ( N e w c a s tl e )
The medieval church of All Saints stood on an eminence above the River Tyne overlooking
the town of Newcastle. ‘The ancient structure had no pretensions to architectural beauty,
though internal arrangements were convenient.’77 In the 1780s the church wardens asked
William Newton for plans and estimates for the restoration of the building, while David
Stephenson and John Dodds were also invited to submit proposals. The latter reported ‘That
this decayed building cannot be repaired but at as much expense as building a new one. If one
part is taken down the rest will follow’. On Easter day, 18 April, 1786, a general meeting of
the parishioners was held and they unanimously resolved to build a new church. David
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Capheaton (Northumberland). North front altered by Newton.

Stephenson’s design was selected and the new church was finished in 1796, costing £27,000.
Newton had been asked to make plans for the restoration of the building and perhaps did not
see, as the younger Stephenson did, that a new church would be more suitable.
C a p h e at o n H a l l ( N o r t h u m b e rl a nd )
Until recently the re-modelling of Capheaton Hall for Sir John Swinburne in 1788–90 was
taken to be by William Newton and he did in fact carry out the building of the new north front
and the heightening of the wings (fig. 8). However, research by Nicholas Cooper has
discovered that the architect for this work was John Tasker (c. 1738–1816) who was preferred
to the local architect. Cooper writes: ‘It appears from surviving papers that Newton’s initial
scheme was dropped in favour of one by John Tasker, which Newton executed’.78 Tasker
worked chiefly for Roman Catholic clients and the Swinburne family were of this belief. He
had decorated the inside of Lulworth Castle in 1780–82 and later built a Roman Catholic
chapel there. He was a well-regarded and versatile architect and builder.79 Tasker wrote to Sir
John Swinburne on 23 February, 1788 summarising his designs for the new building.80 He also
sent plans showing that he wished to keep the front by Robert Trollope (d. 1686) much the
same, save he suggested that the entrance should be moved from the south to the north front
and the rooms should be rearranged for greater convenience. A north elevation for Capheaton
in colour wash in the Northumberland Record Office is signed ‘Jno Tasker Arch’.81 It shows a
more complex front than was built, being two and a half storeys high, with two Venetian
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Fig. 9

Design for a School room at Capheaton, 1788. (Northumberland Record Office,
ZSW 661/7).
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windows and a column on either side of the entrance. Nicholas Cooper thinks that another
version of the same drawing, also in the N. R. O., is a reworking by Newton and consists of a
roughly drawn taller roof with dormer windows.82 Two smaller drawings are by Tasker’s
hand,83 and are rather clumsily executed, unlike drawings made by Newton, which are delicate and usually attractive. At least five other drawings for Capheaton House in the N. R. O.
appear to be by Newton.
In the Account Book of Sir John E. Swinburne84 John Tasker is mentioned as having been
paid £31 10s in June, 1788 and this is his only mention in the accounts, which supports the
theory that Tasker supplied plans for the new building, but did not carry out the work.
William Newton is mentioned some months later in the accounts:
p 18
p 21
p 22
p 266

Nov 19 1788
Jun 18 1789
14 Nov. 1789
May, 1790

Newton Architect Mahogany doors
To Wm. Newton on acct. for the house
to Wm. Newton
Paid Mr. Newton

39” 3’ 0
300
400
500

This was a total of £1,239 3s. Including some money for materials, this was given in Newton’s
bill of August 20, 1790 for £1,608 3s 10d,85 showing that Newton was mainly paid for work
completed in large sums which were not directly identified in his bill.
The entry façade has seven bays with the central three projecting under a pediment. The
L-shaped wings have roofs which are rather clumsily attached to the main house and there is
a rain-water pipe at each side of the entry façade in a fashion uncharacteristic of Newton, who
preferred to place them on the sides of a house. These may have been put at the front of the
house because the wings covered part of the sides of the mansion.
One of the plans Newton made when he was working at Capheaton in 1788 is for a school
room for the house (fig. 9). The presentation drawing is in a style which varied only slightly
from his plan for a Lunatic Asylum made in 1765 (fig. 2). The early plan is neat and informative while the plan for Capheaton is in the same format twenty three years later, but with a
more decisive elevation of the school room. Both drawings have plain façades relieved by a
door with columns and pediment. The school room is hexagonal in shape, which adds interest
to the plan. Newton’s Capheaton invoice at the beginning of 1788 stated that on July 8th
‘2 Plans and a front for a school room £2 2s’ were charged for.86
F e n h a m H a l l a n d L o n g b e n t o n Chu rch (N e wca st l e )
Newton was still carrying out work for the Ords at Fenham Hall during the 1780’s. The Cash
Books for 1788–89 show: ‘Mr Newton on acct. of alterations at Fenham . . . £100’, and with
further entries a total of £300 was reached. He was also asked to do more work for
St Bartholomew’s Church, Longbenton, on the outskirts of Newcastle (fig. 10).87 It was ‘a very
ancient Edifice [which] hath long been in a very ruinous state’ and in 1790 Newton was ‘duly
employed to inspect and examine the state of the Said Church and to prepare and Plan of a
New Church and Estimate the Expence of building the same in case it should be found
absolutely necessary to take down the Old Church.’ Newton rebuilt the nave and the west
tower Extra pews were provided, giving room for at least 120 more parishioners.
H o u s e o f C o r r e c t i o n ( N o r t h S hie l d s, N o rt hu mb e rl a nd )
Public building had predominated in Newton’s work before the completion of the Assembly
Rooms in Newcastle in 1776. After this time he was as we have seen in great demand by those
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Fig. 10

Longbenton Church, Newcastle.

who wished to build an impressive country house. However he continued to design public
buildings and in January, 1791 Thomas Fenwick and Thomas Charles Bigge requested ‘Mr.
Newton of Newcastle upon Tyne an eminent architect to view the piece of Ground by them
purchased from Mr John Walker whereon to build a House of Correction near North Shields,
and said Mr. Newton having this day visited the same’ as recorded in the Northumberland
Quarter Sessions Order Book (fig. 11).88 The Plan No. 3 was approved the following May ‘and
detail thereof prepared by Mr. Newton. Architect’.89 The building was situated where Spital
Dean meets Tynemouth Road and thus it could serve both North Shields and Tynemouth
equally well. The actual construction of the House of Correction was not undertaken by
Newton, but he made estimates of materials, and visited the site as well as preparing more
plans when requested. The building contained a court room and offices with fourteen cells for
prisoners and two exercise yards.90 It was no longer used as a prison at the beginning of the
twentieth century and was sold by the County Borough of Tynemouth in 1906. At first it
became a laundry and later was converted into a shop selling building supplies and architectural details. It is a listed structure and the citation describes it as a ‘rare example of a court
house and combined small scale local prison. Many buildings of this type were constructed
throughout England during the eighteenth century but very few have survived’.91
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Court Room, House of Correction, North Shields.

H o u s e o f C o r r e c t i o n ( M o r p e t h, N o rt hu mb e rl a nd )
The work at Tynemouth must have been satisfactory for on 3rd October, 1792 a proposal was
made by the Trustees:
‘for taking down the House of Correction at Morpeth and building a new one according to a Plan
and detail thereof proposed by Mr Newton Architect and lodged with the Clerk of the Peace for
the sum of Three Hundred and Ninety Six pounds eighteen Shillings and one penny’.92

The building was situated to the east of the old bridge crossing the River Wansbeck in Northumberland, and was convenient for the gaol. In January, 1794 ‘William Newton Ordered That
the Treasurer pay him the sum of Twenty Three Pounds for his trouble in attending the
Building of the Court Walls of the house of Correction at Morpeth and for his horse hire and
expences’.93
Tr i n i t y H o u s e ( N e w c a s t l e )
John Stokoe (1756–1836) was involved in alterations to Trinity House in Newcastle in 1791. He
was the successor to his father, William Stokoe, a master builder who died in 1802. Building
work was ordered on 4 April, 1791 and Newton was paid £3 for a plan of a passage, built
according to his design, which led from the hall to the vestry of Trinity House.94
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N o r t h D i s s i n g t o n H a l l ( N o rt hu mb e rl a nd )
Newton drew up plans for North Dissington Hall for Edward Collingwood, the cousin of
Admiral Lord Collingwood, in 1794. He produced a presentation folio of over twenty designs
and plans, some of which were delicately coloured. This set of drawings was recently bought
by the Brown family, who have owned the Hall since 1968. They show three sets of options
for the main garden front; that built has seven bays and a central canted bay containing three
sashes reaching to the top of the two and a half storeys. The south front is of smooth ashlar
broken only by a double string course between the ground and first floors, while a band joins
the sills of the windows and continues along the east and west sides. The sides are five bays
wide with the three windows next to the garden front being blind, and no rain-water pipes
appear except on the rear. The entrance porch was built on the east side and the present porch
is a later addition of 1820 to the north of it, by young Edward Collingwood (formerly SpencerStanhope),95 who also built the two-storey west wing. The interior is planned for entertaining.
The room behind the canted bay on the ground floor is octagonal and leads through an archway to Ionic columns at the foot of the imperial staircase, while a Venetian window lights the
stair The rooms and passageways have elaborate friezes, and the fireplace in the library is of
marble carved with rosettes, with double cornucopias framing a rider and chariot.
Here Newton still continues to hark back to decorative architectural idioms he had seen in
the work of James Paine and his contemporaries. The triple blind arcade of Gibside Stables by
Daniel Garrett of 1748, reproduced in the remains of the wings at Backworth Hall, appears
again in the delicate drawing for the north side of the interior hall at North Dissington. The
plain ashlar of the exterior emphasises the beauty and colour of the interior. A ha-ha divides
the house from the rest of the estate.
The mansion was completed in 1797, the year before Newton died. Collingwood was an
elderly bachelor and on his death in 1806 the property went to his great nephew, Edward
Spencer-Stanhope, on condition he changed his name to Collingwood. Five Edward Collingwood’s owned the house until it was sold to the Church Commissioners in 1956, who sold it
to a Mr Sharrett and in 1968 Mr and Mrs E. G. Brown bought the estate and have dedicated
much time and money on its restoration.

OLD AGE
E xc h a n g e a n d G u i l d h a l l ( N e wca st l e )
Newton’s last work in Newcastle was the re-modelling of the north front of the Exchange and
Guildhall, which adjoined the medieval building known as the Maison Dieu. The Guildhall
was the work of Robert Trollope in 1655 and by the 1790s Newcastle Corporation wished to
update it. During the latter part of 1794 the Corporation asked Newton and David
Stephenson to prepare plans and estimate for this work.96 The alterations included placing an
Ionic order on the north front of the building, a design similar to that of Newton’s Assembly
Rooms. Newton was now sixty-five and Stephenson only thirty-eight. It seems likely that
Newton was the designer and Stephenson supervised the work which was completed in 1796.
We s t o e S p e c u l at i o n, S o u t h S hie l d s (Co u nt y Du rha m)
Even in his sixties Newton was still undertaking new work and on 26 July, 1794 an advertisement appeared in the Newcastle Courant for ‘Freehold scites of Houses, Gardens, etc. on an
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elegant and convenient plan’, which were to be sold in the Township of Westoe, near South
Shields. The advertisement continued:
The situation is dry and rising, commands a view of the sea, and of Tynemouth Castle: is
convenient for Church and Market, and near the Horse Ferry; a fine Beach for Sea Bathing is near,
and a good Spring of Water is to be found on the Spot at a moderate depth.’

Enquiries were to be made to Mr Jno Thompson of South Shields or Mr Newton, CharlotteSquare, Newcastle.97
Westoe Village was in County Durham, and was ‘a sort of annexe to the larger Westoe
district of South Shields’.98 Newton appeared to be proposing a development north-east of
Westoe village and hoped to gain popularity from its reputation as a quiet rural retreat, but it
looks as if the proposal was not fulfilled.99 This may not have been through lack of enthusiasm
on Newton’s part but due to the political situation when the venture was proposed in 1794.
France was in turmoil and Napoleon was soon to threaten both Britain and Europe. It was a
time of uncertainty when new building ventures were unlikely to succeed.
H e s l e y s i d e H a l l ( N o r t h u m b e rl a nd )
Hesleyside Hall was largely burnt down in 1738 and the damage was not repaired until 1796.
The owners, the Charlton family, called in William Newton ‘the well-known architect and
contractor’. ‘The kitchen and offices were enlarged and altered at a cost of £692; the old walls
damaged by fire were taken down to ground level; and the present east wing was built of
hewn ashlar. The accommodation included a great staircase, hall, dining and drawing rooms,
chambers, dressing rooms, attics and cellars. The work cost £1,912, and included polished
stone floors and mahogany woodwork, but not apparently plaster work.’100 The work
included a façade seven bays wide and two and a half storeys high on the east front while
adding two bays to the existing south front.
H e x h a m A b b e y H o u s e ( N o r t h u m b e rl a nd )
In the mid 1790s Newton had been asked by Colonel Thomas Beaumont, of the land and
mine-owning family, to make alterations to Hexham Abbey House. (At that date the building
was known as ‘the Abbey’. The building which is known today as ‘the Abbey’ was then called
‘the Church’.) Work had been begun when illness prevented Newton continuing the commission. His daughter Dorothy wrote to Beaumont’s representative, Mr Bell, on 9 November,
1797 saying that ‘tho’ he is recovered much within the last Month he will not be well enough
for personal attendance’, and that he hopes the work will be ‘put in a better train for finishing
than it has been under his Son’.101 Newton suggested in the letter that David Stephenson, his
collaborator at Newcastle Exchange and Guildhall, should inspect the ‘Carpenter and
Joinering’, which was the part of the work under contract.
In a letter written the following day Bell reports that David Stephenson had visited the
Abbey and made his report. Bell asked for an order for fourteen pieces of lead for the roof as
the slater has finished ‘the South Side of the South Wing and is now begun to slate the North
Side’. Colonel Beaumont would not agree to Newton finishing work at the Abbey House and
Christopher Ebdon (1744–1824) and David Stephenson acted as mediators for the work completed, materials used and money spent. A later letter from Newton’s daughter dated
8 December ended on a plaintive note: ‘ill health has long prevented his personal attendance
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at Hexham Abbey, as Architect he could not go on, but as a Carpenter he always thought
himself secure.’102 Even this minor role was denied him: a final letter stated that after 23
December, 1797 Colonel Beaumont would not recognise any work done in the future by
Newton or his workmen. This was a sorry situation to confront the most eminent architect in
the North East at that time.

UNDATED WORKS
L e m m i n g t o n H a l l ( N o r t h u mb e rl a nd )
The alterations to Lemmington Hall, Edlingham, in Northumberland, are an undated work
by William Newton. The tower house was originally built in the mid-15th century and
Nicholas Fenwick, who became Alderman Fenwick of Newcastle, gained the bastle when he
married Elizabeth Clavering in 1716. In 1752 he was succeeded by his son Robert and during
his ownership Newton added a new nine-bay front and a west wing to the house. It resulted
in a handsome stone-built mansion ‘adapted for the accommodation of a family of the first
respectability’.103 Later the first floor of the bastle house became a ballroom and an extensive
walled garden was laid out.
N o. 1 C l ay p o r t S t r e e t ( A l n w ick, N o rt hu mb e rl a nd )
No. 1 Clayport Street in Alnwick, some four miles from Lemmington Hall, was the location
of a town house by Newton. It was occupied successively by the families Farquhar, Dawson
and Drysdale. ‘The evidence that Newton was the architect of Lemmington and of the house
in Alnwick, is supported by the note-book of Mr R. H. Dawson’, which was referred to by
J. C. Hodgson in a talk to the Newcastle Antiquaries in April, 1913.104 ‘The handsome structure in Clayport formerly belonging to Mr. Ralph Hanson Dawson’ is shown on the map of
Alnwick surveyed by John Wood in 1827. The house has five bays with two storeys at the
front and three storeys on sloping ground at the back. There is a central entrance door with
six steps leading to a landing which has a porch with Tuscan columns. The central three bays
project slightly with a pediment above. The sills to the ground floor and first floor windows
are joined by bands across the building. An arch leads to the back of the house and is outlined
in brick with a keystone over it. The house is not dated, but may belong to the end of
Newton’s career.

ATTRIBUTED WORKS
Ac t o n H o u s e ( N o r t h u m b e r l and )
Acton House is an imposing seven-bay house of two storeys (fig. 12) with a magnificent cellar.
On the south front three central bays project slightly and have four Ionic pilasters which
support a fluted frieze and pediment. All sides save the back are of ashlar with a broad band
marking the three sides save above the decorative Venetian door. The west side has four bays
while the east side has five and is attached to the house built in the 1730s, which became
kitchen offices. There is no documentation to show that Acton House was by Newton but it
is in his style, a handsome building designed for entertaining with two large reception rooms
at the front and slightly smaller ones behind. The entrance hall has an archway to the inner
hall leading to an imperial staircase and bedrooms above.
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Acton House (Northumberland).

The original property was sold to Richard Lisle in 1781. He was the son of a cabinetmaker
and already had property in the area. He inherited a fortune from a kinsman and invested it
in Acton House.105 Robert Lisle acted as High Sheriff of Northumberland in 1789 and it may
be that he commissioned Acton House in preparation for this honour. Holders of this office
were often linked to the building of country houses, particularly when they were new to the
position.106 His elegant house shows that he was a fastidious person but perhaps not wealthy
enough to beautify the grounds with elaborate follies and planting at the time the house was
built. The house has banks of trees and shrubs which act as a frame to the extended view of
the River Coquet. The lawn and trees are divided from fields by a ha-ha and a bridge which
leads south across a stream. To the north is a walled garden, and a walled vegetable garden
lies to the east.
There are four other Northumbrian villas which display the characteristics of a Newton
building but there is no documentary proof that they are his work. These houses are at
Newton-by-the-Sea, Togston, Close House, Wylam and Shawdon Hall near Lemmington.

Newton Hall (Northumberland)
Newton Hall is of pink sandstone ashlar with a five bay façade and two storeys above a low
basement. A wide band reaches round all sides save the back and another joins the window
sills of the first and second storeys. A broken pediment surmounts the three central bays and
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is capped by a statue with small urns at its foot. Wrought-iron balustrades line the steps
leading to the columned door. On the west side are four bays and to the east two bays and a
full-height canted bay. As with other houses by William Newton there are no rain-water pipes
at the front of the house, and here they seem to have been confined to the rear façade. The
house was built for Joseph Forster and has had additions since then.

To g s t o n H a l l ( N o r t h u m b e r la nd )
Togston is a shrunken village south east of Alnmouth. Togston Hall is attributed to William
Newton and is similar to Newton Hall with five bays, but the entry door here is not raised
and there are no basement windows evident at the front. The south front has two storeys with
bands of the same pattern as at Newton Hall, which continue along the west side of the house.
There is an open pediment over the central bay and the entrance door has Tuscan columns
and a pediment. The east wall is of random stone with one blocked window overlooking the
original farm approach. The rear has a Venetian window over the staircase. Togston Hall has
a less sumptuous appearance than Newton Hall and was built to provide reception rooms for
the earlier house. There is a reset date-stone of 1546 and the house was remodelled in 1685
with the addition of a rear stair wing. The estate belonged to the Smiths of Amble and the new
house may have been built for William Smith of Togston after 1786.107 Edward Cook, who was
owner of the Togston estate on the 1782 map by William Davidson, died in 1786, and
presumably the house was built after this date.108
C l o s e H o u s e ( N o r t h u m b e r l and )
Close House, near Wylam, was a defensible pele tower to which other buildings were later
added. It was bought by Robert Bewicke, a merchant adventurer of Newcastle, in 1626, and
his descendant, another Robert Bewicke, built the present house in 1789.109 The mansion has
179 acres of woods, gardens and parkland. It has characteristics of houses built by William
Newton and is attributed to him. A ‘Plan of part of Close House Estate belonging to Calverley
Bewicke Esqr.’ shows the house, its large walled garden, lakes and woods.110 Close House is
a handsome five bay, two and a half storey house, standing on an eminence overlooking the
River Tyne. The three central bays project and are capped by a pediment while bands link the
sills of the first two storeys. A third band lies above the entry door and Ionic columns flank
the entrance, surmounted by an open pediment. The west side of the house has five bays, and
on the east side two of the five bays have been replaced by a later bow window. A lower building to the north was part of the older house and now acts as a wing to the present house. The
house stands in attractive grounds, which were landscaped in the early nineteenth century.
S h aw d o n H a l l , N o r t h u m b e rl a nd
Shawdon Hall was built for William Hargrave in 1779 (fig. 13). It is a well-proportioned,
seven-bay house, two storeys high, with the four central bays lined with giant pilasters surmounted by a pediment. This contains a coat of arms of the Pawson family added in 1817 for
William Hargrave Pawson, who inherited Shawdon Hall from his cousin.111 There is a flight
of steps to the central Venetian entrance door, but the entry has now been moved to the east
front. The west side has five bays and a central broken pediment with a floating cornice over
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Fig. 13

Fig. 14

Shawdon Hall (Northumberland).

Craster Hall (Northumberland).
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the central first floor window, a Paine feature seen at Brandling House and copied by Newton
on more than one occasion. Newton used the floating cornice in a drawing he made for the
Gardener’s House or cottage at Wallington about 1765, and it was used again at Craster Hall.
C r a s t e r To w e r ( N o r t h u m b e rl a nd )
Two further houses are thought to be by Newton and each is based on an earlier tower house.
One is at Craster in Northumberland, and the other is based on a 14th-century pele tower at
Hebburn, County Durham. The original Craster Tower was built over a cellar in 1287 with
later alterations. In 1769 a new house was built on the south side of the tower. Betty Wood
reported in February, 1767 that George and Olive Craster ‘decided to rebuild, or rather add
on square Georgian rooms to the south side of the tower, converting the earlier house to use
as offices and servants’ quarters’ (fig. 14). George Craster made a note in April, 1770 of ‘things
to order for the finishing of Craster’, it appears that the new work was by that time practically
complete.112 George’s portrait was painted by Pompeo Batoni, a result of his travel to Italy on
the Grand Tour, and his efforts at Craster were crowned by the extension to his house. When
George died on 9 May, 1772, ‘He had recently completed the Georgian block that forms the
main portion of Craster Tower’.113
The extension has many of the characteristics of a house by Newton. The south front has
five bays and is three storeys high. There is a broken pediment with a floating cornice above
the central window. The entrance is tripartite with an open pediment and Tuscan pilasters.
There are no rain-water pipes on the main front — these are usually put on the sides by
Newton — and quoins are placed on the front of the building. The most striking feature of the
house is that the south front is faced in squared whinstone, which is very hard and thus not
permeable, protecting the most vulnerable side of the house. The stone is nearly black in
colour and makes a striking contrast to the sandstone of the rest of the hall. The stone of the
four bays on the west side of the house matches the sandstone of the tower. The use of the
sandstone meant that the west side of the house could breathe, which the use of whinstone
on the south side precluded.
H e b b u r n H a l l ( C o u n t y D u r ha m)
Hebburn Hall was rebuilt for the Ellison (later Carr-Ellison) family in 1790–92 in the form of
a nine by five bay house. It was reputed to contain a 14th-century pele tower and also the
remains of a 17th-century house. There are no documents to connect William Newton with
the design, but it contains some of the hallmarks of his style, the comparatively plain exterior
being relieved by bands and an elaborate main doorway.114 There are two main fronts, the
nine-bay garden façade faces south with a three bay pedimented centrepiece, and windows
either pedimented or with floating cornices. The symmetry of this front has been destroyed
by later alterations. The east front has a main entrance in the form of a Venetian door with a
large semi-circle framing the head. It is a simplified version of the doorway at Backworth
Hall, built in 1779–80. At present the door is emphasised by a painted semi-circle, which is
out of character. Floating cornices emphasise the main windows of the east front with the
exception of that above the door, which is pedimented. The rain-water pipes on the eastern
side reach over the bands, and vestiges of the original rain-water pipe head remain below the
roof on the north corner of this side. A wide string-course covers the south and east of the
building and originally the west side also, for traces of it remain. On the west side they appear
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to have been removed and two higher bands substituted while bay windows were later
added here on the ground floor. Kitchen offices have been added to the north side, with the
Church of St John being a later addition and may have originally been a detached kitchen or
stable block.
The east side of the house was once occupied by the Hebburn Infirmary and then became
the Free Masons’ headquarters for about twenty-five years. The building became derelict until
it was taken over by the present owner, who has made extensive renovations, let the top floor,
and lives in the west wing himself.
G i b s i d e, O r a n g e r y ( C o u n t y D u rha m)
George Bowes had transformed his estate at Gibside, County Durham, by judiciously placing
garden buildings throughout the grounds. His daughter, Mary Eleanor Bowes (1749–1800),
was a keen botanist and decided in 1772 to build a Green House for rare and exotic plants.
Newton had worked for the Bowes family in his youth and it was likely that Bowes’ daughter
would turn to someone known to the family to act as architect for her project. James Paine had
designed the Chapel at Gibside for her father and the Green House bears a distinct resemblance in workmanship to that used in the chapel but Newton was an admirer of Paine’s
architecture and a follower of his work. The Green House was a plainer version of the Chapel
without its carved decorative features; the urns, which were originally above the front cornice
and on the rear corners of the Green House, were indeed the only added decoration. Newton
was known for his restrained and elegant work and the Green House bears evidence of this
characteristic.115

DEMOLISHED HOUSES
Other houses may have been designed by Newton and since been demolished. Broome Park,
six miles from Alnwick, was in Newton’s style and situated near Lemmington Hall, which
was altered by Newton. It was a large house seven bays wide and two and a half storeys high
with a plain pediment above a Venetian entry. Its owner, Bryan Burrell, was High Sheriff for
the County in 1768 and Newton was a popular architect for those holding this office. Broome
Park was demolished in 1953.116 Bank House, near Acklington, was enlarged by John Tate
after he inherited the property in 1795. It was a compact five-bay house with a pediment over
a projecting central bay and it may have been designed by Newton shortly before his death
in 1798. It was demolished in 1957.117

NEWTON’S DEATH
Newton had a long illness, followed by a complication, as mentioned in St Andrew’s Parish
Church Burial Register. In the Newcastle Courant on 5th May, 1798 the following notice of his
death appeared:
‘On Sunday last, after a long illness, Mr William Newton of this town, architect, in his 69th year.
As a man his integrity and diligence procured him many valuable friends and as an artist his
memory will be perpetuated by the various edifices he planned and built in this town and the
adjacent counties.’
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He died on 29th April, 1798 and was buried 2nd May, 1798 in St Andrew’s Church, Newcastle
upon Tyne. His gravestone is now somewhat obscured by the organ case but reads:
The Burial Place of William Newton and his family Underneath this Stone Lieth Interred the
Remains of DOROTHY The beloved Wife of William Newton who departed this life January 5th
1789 much lamented by her FAMILY and FRIENDS aged 49 Years. WILLIAM NEWTON died April
29th 1798 aged 69 years.’118

Newton’s Will
There were some alterations in his will, depending on how he assessed the conduct of his
children at various times, but the Court granted probate in respect of the original will. As
regards his property: ‘In Newgate Street, and a little below High Friar Street, there is a retired
row of houses, which run eastward, called Green Court’,119 where Newton had a freehold
messuage together with his two leasehold messuages in Charlotte Square. Newcastle.
These were to be sold and the proceeds to be held in trust to fulfil the conditions of his
will.120 He left money to his eleven surviving children in amounts from £20 to £600, but the
names of two of his sons, William and John were removed from the will. He made provision
for the education and maintenance of his children who had not attained twenty-one at the
time of his death. In all he left property and bequests to his children totalling £5,140, which
was a considerable sum for those days, and showed that his practice as an architect had been
profitable. His four-page will was executed jointly by Mr John Ellison of Newcastle and
Thomas Hardy of Gateshead, timber merchant.

NEWTON’S REPUTATION
Newton’s work has been neglected until recently. This was largely because as a follower of
James Paine, he was decried by Margaret Jane Dobson in her biography of her father, John
Dobson.121 She held that ‘The Profession of architect in the North of England had ceased to
exist with Payne, who practiced in the last century.’122 She claimed that there were then no
architects in the strict sense of the word and that buildings were constructed by builders only.
She thought David Stephenson was a builder of talent but William Newton she dismissed as
‘another builder, [who] designed the Assembly Rooms, Newcastle, and other buildings of
minor importance’.123
Her father objected to the house plan generally used by Paine and his followers. ‘He
usually made the entrance from the South, but still in the centre of the building, and opening
direct into the hall, through which the air rushed unchecked up the opposite staircase.’124
Dobson altered many houses built upon this plan, usually by placing the entrance to the
north, and by making variations on Paine’s general plan which consisted of ‘a small entrance
hall in the centre, the staircase opposite, the drawing-room on one side, the dining-room on
the other, and the library behind’.125 Margaret Dobson said that a lot of her father’s time was
spent in making good the mistakes of Georgian architects.
It was not until Terry Scott, a student in the Newcastle School of Architecture, wrote a dissertation in 1971 on the works of William Newton as then recognised, that interest in him
began to revive,126 and in 1981 Linda Jane Charlton produced a dissertation on four of his
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Northumbrian country houses.127 Later Phoebe Lowery, in her paper ‘William Newton — An
Eminent Architect?’,128 and other articles, helped to renew interest in his work.
There were two other William Newtons who were the contemporaries of the Newcastle
architect. They were both men of standing in their field. William Newton, who had his own
colliery near Beamish, County Durham, was active from 1737–62; he was described as ‘the
Western Way’s own viewer’,129 and was both manager of mines and a consultant engineer His
letters and notebooks in the Northumberland Record Office,130 show his dealings with influential coal-owners. His signature was the same as that of Newton, his architect contemporary,
save for the fact that the final ‘n’ of ‘Wm. Newton’, the colliery viewer, ended with a flourish,
while the architect’s did not. This has led to the two men sometimes being confused until their
lives were examined.
The other William Newton (1735–90) lived in London. He was apprenticed as an architect
and worked in the office of Maurice Brettingham, before starting his own practice in 1764. A
series of drawings in the RIBA Drawings Collection show that he had a fairly large practice
in and around London, but designed no buildings of great note.131 Again, two architects with
the same name could easily be confused.
Newcastle’s William Newton had progressed from being his father’s assistant in building
to being the foremost architect in North East England in the last thirty years of the eighteenth
century He embraced new ideas, as in Charlotte Square, and even towards the end of his life
he was willing to contemplate a new speculative housing development in an area near South
Shields. The design for Newcastle Assembly Rooms made him famous and his work on
country houses continued his success. His elegant designs show his clarity of thought and his
buildings still give pleasure today.
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