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      This is the story of Denys Eyre Bower and Chiddingstone Castle from the time we became associated with it in 1961.
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      It was Easter Sunday 1961, and it was raining. The guests at the little country house hotel deep in Herefordshire where my sister, Ruth, and I were staying for the holiday, had long since given up hope of diverting themselves in the sodden countryside, and had settled down in the comfortable lounge, reading the papers which our host had thoughtfully provided for us. That was why Ruth was reading the Sunday Pictorial - it was the only one left.

      As she glanced through it she caught sight of a small paragraph nestling above an advertisement for Dad's Cookies. She handed it to me, saying “Do you remember that extraordinary case?” The paragraph announced curtly that Denys Bower was not in solitary confinement at Parkhurst Prison, as stated in a previous issue, but had never moved from Wormwood Scrubs, where he was still confined.

      I did remember the drama of Denys Bower, THE cause celebre of the mid-fifties. So fantastic that for weeks it was the source of delicious titbits for the popular press - all suitably spiced up. Our paper being The Times, we got only the plain unvarnished truth, but that was startling enough. But most scandals are ephemera, forgotten as quickly as last night's dream. The reason Denys Bower's name had stuck in our minds was that we had actually had a slight acquaintance with him - he lived in the same neighbourhood. For us he really existed, and a more conventional person you could not hope to find- or so it had seemed.

      We were therefore all the more astonished when we learned that Denys Bower had got himself into deep trouble, as a result of which he was later charged with attempted murder and suicide. It was alleged that he had - of malice aforethought - taken a pot shot at his ex-fiancée, who had jilted him, and then tried to kill himself.

      Not a very original tragedy. It was the accompanying circumstances that were so bizarre. Probably it was this that delighted the Press; the case was not a bit sordid, more like a musical comedy plot, it could be served up to the most squeamish reader. No one remembered the suffering of the principal actor, Bower, who had critically injured himself (the lady, readers will be reassured to hear, was not seriously hurt and left hospital after a few days).

      Bower strenuously denied the charge of attempted murder it was all an accident. Nevertheless the jury found him guilty and the judge sentenced him to life imprisonment, being, as he said, much impressed by the prison doctor's medical report. In prison Bower would receive the right sort of psychiatric treatment. Well, well, well. There was general, but quite mild, surprise at the sentence. Maybe the judge knew something awful which the public did not. And British justice cannot go wrong, can it...?

      So Bower was effectively removed from society, but evidently was still providing fodder for the Sunday Pictorial. What was the story they had retracted? We had no idea.

      We personally had been flabbergasted at the result of the trial. It seemed quite unjustified by the evidence, and was not in line with the sort of sentences then being given. Six months later, for instance, there was a horrible case: a man knifed his fiancée most brutally and he only got six months. We felt uneasy in our minds -

      something had gone wrong, someone should do something about it - his friends or relations - perhaps it was only a token sentence, and the intention was to release him shortly. “I had no idea he was still inside”, said Ruth. Having a little time on our hands, we sat there and reminisced.

      Denys Bower and we were fairly near neighbours, for we both lived in St. Marylebone; he resided in style in one of the old houses in Portman Square, we in a more modest location, in a flat in Wimpole Street. My father and sister, solicitors, were partners, and we all - parents, sister and myself - shared a flat above the firm's

      office. We came across Denys Bower at the inaugural meeting of the St. Marylebone Society, whose object was to record the Borough's distinguished past, and ensure that it had an equally brilliant future. The Society failed dismally in the latter object, for the borough was embraced by the octopus of Westminster, decanonised, and from being a lively community became a desert of offices and one-way streets.

      But the audience that evening was full of hopes and plans. I remembered Denys Bower well: a handsome, well-set up man-about-town in his mid-thirties (in fact he was older), a person of some dignity and reserve. He did not talk a great deal, although he was well qualified to do so, for he had been secretary of the Derbyshire Archaeological Society, and was an authority on architecture and various branches of the fine arts.

      After a short while he ceased to attend the meetings, and we never saw him again, though we often passed his antique shop in Baker Street, by Portman Square. It was always a pleasure to look at the window, full of interesting things and beautifully set out. It was so elegant we could never think of a reason for going in - a pity, for his prices were reasonable and he was kind to the amateur. His own personal collections were set out in his house in Portman Square. I daresay he would have let us see it, had we asked. In the mid-fifties, the inglorious redevelopment of Portman Square and Baker Street began. Denys Bower was turned out of home and shop. We missed the shop, but never wondered what had happened to the owner.

      In fact he was facing a triple problem: he had to find a home for himself, his collections, and his business, and he solved it in a characteristically ingenious fashion. He bought a country mansion, Chiddingstone Castle in Kent, in easy reach of London, where he put his collections on view to the public. The entry fees were to

      pay for running the house, where he could also do a little dealing.

      It opened in May 1956, and why we never heard of it I do not know. For every weekend we made a trip out of London, searching out new places to explore.

      As it was, we heard nothing about Denys Bower until September 1957. Then one morning, the news was on the front page of all the papers: Castle-owner shoots fiancée. The 'castle-owner' was Denys Bower. It was the popular Press which coined this term. I suppose it had a feudal ring, which made matters even more romantic than they were. We learned that he had become engaged to a young lady, some thirty years his junior, who had posed to him as the Comtesse d'Estainville, although she was really the daughter of a Peckham bus-driver (or cab-driver, the Press seemed uncertain about this).

      One's first reaction to the headlines was that the outraged lover, on discovery of the truth, had taken his revenge. But no. The poor man had not known the truth when what was claimed was an accident happened. The lady's story was so fantastic that one wondered how it could have deceived anyone - let alone a seasoned antique dealer who ought to have smelled out a fake on sight. But then true love is blind - and notoriously silly.

      The soi-disant Countess had claimed she was Anna Grimaldi, the daughter of one of the Grimaldis of Monaco (her fiction may have been inspired by the recent marriage of Grace Kelly and Prince Rainier). She said she was the widow of the Comte d'Estainville, by whom she had two children. (The d'Estainville family does exist, but this lady was not one of its members). Her family were pestering her to marry a Belgian Banker, whom she detested, so to avoid them she fled to England with her little boy. She took refuge, incognito, with a family in Peckham, and to be independent of her family she took a job as a dental nurse. Her Peckham landlady was so kind to her that she regarded her as a mother - which indeed she was. (Though, as Denys Bower told us later, she never presumed on the relationship, and when he called on the Countess she showed him respectfully to her room.)

      The Countess went regularly to Chiddingstone Castle, where rooms were being prepared for her. Then, after more than a year, without any explanation she broke off the engagement. She would give Denys no sufficient explanation for the suddenness of her change of mind. Finally, in desperation, he resolved to go to her Peckham home, taking with him an antique revolver which he had had for thirty years. It had been in a job lot he had bought. The dealer had warned him that it was loaded but not knowing anything about firearms he had never tried to unload it. His plan was, if the Countess still rejected him, to take out the revolver, say that life without her was meaningless, and that he proposed to blow his brains out. The lady he thought would dissolve into tears and fall into his arms. Years later, I once asked him whether he had considered what to do if she called his bluff and said "Do as you please. Blow your brains out - it is all one to me". He said that he had not thought of that. And that, I think, was one of his failings - he had dramatic ideas, which he put into action, without thinking the consequences through - like a cat climbing to the top of a tree

      without a thought for the descent. He had consumed a bottle of whisky the night before, while lamenting his lot, which may have given him a good deal of Dutch courage.

      His plans went completely awry. When he arrived the Countess was preparing breakfast, and asked him to come back later. Why she gave him this little bit of encouragement if she never wanted to see him again, was a question never put to her.

      When Denys returned she let him in but said she was going shopping. Could he not come with her, he asked. No, she said. And while she turned away to adjust the budgerigar's perch the disaster happened. Bower was taking the revolver out of his pocket when it went off accidentally. The Countess was hit. Appalled, he thought he had killed her, and without waiting to find out whether or not she was really dead, he turned the gun on himself. He succeeded in wounding himself severely and collapsed.

      He came to in hospital, with a policeman standing over him. He had just enough strength to explain that Anna's father, the Count Grimaldi, must be told. The policeman greeted this request with amazement, and from this moment it seems that the police were convinced that Bower was not quite right in the head. He was left meditating on his hapless position life was even more complicated than he had thought.

      Both victims had been taken to the Miller hospital in Greenwich; the Countess was released after a few days, but Bower had inflicted grave injuries on himself, which involved the removal of his spleen. This operation is now regarded as much more serious than it was then, as it can lead to serious bronchial troubles. But even in those less enlightened days, the doctors were reluctant to discharge Bower after a fortnight, but they needed the bed. He was told that he must go to another hospital for further treatment.

      As he left the hospital, he was arrested, taken to court and charged with attempted murder and suicide. He was refused bail. The police said he would get just as good treatment in prison as in hospital. But when he was taken to Brixton Prison he was put in an ordinary cell and given no treatment at all. When he was brought to trial six weeks later, he was a physical wreck, in constant pain and barely able to stand or sit up.

      The trial was a disgrace to British justice. The prosecution conducted their case with a vindictiveness seldom equalled, and the defence reached a similar degree of ineptitude. Bower's counsel did nothing to protect him from the bullying tactics of the prosecution. Their attitude was plain from the beginning: Bower was a rich man, who lived in a castle, terrorising a poor little girl. They alleged that he had come to Peckham planning to murder the Countess. The barrel of the gun was clean, they said, so it must have been recently loaded. (What the defence failed to point out

      was that one of the features of this beautiful little weapon was that the barrel was made of a special alloy and would not be in a dirty state; and that after being loaded for so many years the slightest touch could set it off).

      Even his personal achievements were derided. He had, they said done nothing with his life. (Why did the defence not point out that a year or two previously the British Museum had gratefully received a medieval Japanese lacquer casket from him?)

      The Countess gave evidence for the prosecution. She was not strictly cross-examined. (Denys Bower had given instructions, though this was not made known at the trial, that nothing should be done to embarrass her. He had forgiven her the deception. He should have been warned that you cannot afford to be gentlemanly

      when your freedom is at stake.)

      Bower had pleaded guilty to attempted suicide, but strenuously denied the charge of attempted murder. He put up a courageous defence, although so enfeebled that at times he was barely audible.

      He completely broke down when the gun was produced to him. And he was on difficult ground. His story sounded so implausible. How COULD an experienced man of the world be so taken in? The Judge's summing up was dead against him, so the jury's verdict of guilty was no surprise. The Judge postponed sentence until he had a medical report from the medical officer of Brixton Prison.

      This report much impressed him and he complimented the doctor on it. He said that he appreciated that Denys Bower acted under great stress, and in addition was handicapped by bad heredity on both sides of the family. So, after due consideration, he was imposing a life sentence. In prison, he could be given suitable treatment, and could be released when the Home Office thought fit.

      And now, after all these years, there he was, still in prison. We considered the jigsaw which we had put together during the last few minutes. Some pieces were missing.

      Just then, afternoon tea appeared, and the guests, glad to stretch their legs, jumped up and helped each other to the delicious things. We joined in. Denys Bower went out of our minds, for the moment.

      Next morning we set off for London, in the rain. It had been a miserable holiday, but for us a memorable one. It was a turning point in our lives. Never again would we be able to arrange a holiday just to suit ourselves. All the way back Ruth was haunted by the image of Denys Bower in prison - interminably. And for what? And on what evidence? Had the Judge and jury been out of their minds?
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      The following evening, when Ruth came in from the office, she remarked that she had had a strange call from the Bank that morning. (The firm acted for the Hanover Square branch of the old Westminster Bank. Banks were not then centralised as they are now, and the major branches - and Hanover Square was the second

      largest in the West End - were allowed a great deal of independence in day to day dealings, for which the Manager was responsible).

      The Assistant Manager was seeking her advice about the affairs of a customer who was in very serious difficulties. He went round and round the point, Ruth said. He apologised for troubling her, said this was not the sort of thing they usually handled, would quite understand if she did not want to touch it... there was certainly no money in it... "And I wondered' she went on, 'when he was going to tell me the name of the client, for I had already guessed who it was... Denys Bower. Some intuition... I just knew".

      She was quite right. Eventually the Assistant Manager brought himself to reveal the Bank's problem. They had their own worries about Bower. He explained that when Bower was buying the Castle, he had applied to the Bank for a loan, until he could make arrangements for a mortgage. He had produced for them a very convincing proposal setting out his plans for opening his house to the public. It was a time when stately homes were opening their doors - generally for tax reasons, to help with expenses. The stately owners did not propose to live on visitors' fees, as Bower hoped to do. His proposals had been well worked out, estimating expenses and returns - he had not spent the first twenty years of his working life in a bank for nothing, he knew the sort of thing that appeals to them. Banks were on the lookout for promising ventures to which they could usefully make a loan - and they lent Bower the whole of the purchase price of Chiddingstone Castle - some £6,000.

      Unfortunately Bower's predictions had proved wrong. The cash flowed the wrong way out. As he said to us later, "The trouble with white elephants is that they come cheap but have voracious appetites". The Bank had never been paid a penny interest on their (temporary) loan, and now it looked as though they would lose the capital as well.

      Of course, the Bank's money was in the final resort safe. It was covered twenty times by the value of the collections. But, and particularly in the present circumstances, they did not wish to do anything so drastic as selling the place up. Their many urgent letters had brought no response at all. They hardly expected to receive a reply from him, but did hope to hear from his solicitors. Denys Bower did know about their enquiries, but his solicitors had advised him not to reply, as they thought the Bank's intention was to call in the loan. This worried Bower, who knew one did not treat banks like that.

      Finally Bower, frantic with worry, appealed to the Bank direct. They were touched by his letter - for Banks then had a heart, not just a computer. He was desperate about the state of affairs at the Castle. It was not being properly looked after, things were being stolen, a tenant was giving trouble. The Sunday Pictorial had written a libellous article about him, and his solicitors would not pursue the matter properly; and he was powerless to do anything about it. It was this appeal that had prompted the Assistant Manger's telephone call.

      Ruth's immediate thought was: This is Destiny. I have to take it on. Since we were children, we had learned to discern the hand of Providence in our lives. Our mother was a Scot, and although not at all religious, generations of Calvinistic breeding had left its indelible mark. You accept your lot, and struggle to make the best of what has been sent you. So she asked them to send round the file, and she would look at it.

      The great wadge arrived within the half hour, brought round by special messenger. On the top was Denys Bower's letter. It was written on the usual small sheet of lined paper supplied by HM prison for the use of its occupants - they were allowed two letters a month. It was headed, in DEB's bold, graceful handwriting, SOS will nobody help?

      As she looked through the file, it seemed to her that his affairs were so bad that it was hopeless to try to save the Castle and its collections; perhaps, by judicious administration something might be saved out of the wreckage. She wrote to the Bank, setting out her suggestions. She had no intention of backing out of the matter. It was a case of grave injustice.

      When she qualified, she had resolved not only to try to administer the law efficiently, but to see that justice was done. The two things do not necessarily coincide. But before committing herself irrevocably, she decided there were two steps she must take: see the Governor at Wormwood Scrubs, to find out more about Denys Bower - she did not want to take on a nutcase; and visit Chiddingstone Castle.
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      The visit with the Governor was quickly arranged. She had to see the Assistant Governor who was in charge of D Wing, the part of the prison reserved for long-term offenders.

      So she made her first visit to Wormwood Scrubs, which was to be a place of weekly pilgrimage for many a day. Her first impressions were even more harrowing than she had expected. The Governor's office was in a cell outside D Wing and she had just been shown in when she was told that the Governor would be delayed for some time, as some unexpected visitors had arrived who had to be dealt with immediately. So she sat and waited. From the cell door she could see the staircases and galleries of D Wing. Presently she heard a noise - voices, and banging, and clattering. It came nearer, it grew louder, the tumult became a roar such as she had never heard before. It was the prisoners being let out for their exercise period. They rushed along the galleries, hurled themselves down the stairs. The door of the 'cell' waiting room was slightly ajar and as they hurtled past she thought "they might come in and murder me, and no-one would know, there is nothing to stop them". For the first time in her life she felt really afraid; the sweat was trick ling down her back. Then the sound died away. They came back in about a quarter of an hour, somewhat quieter. After about an hour the Governor appeared, with apologies.

      Denys Bower was fortunate in one thing: his prison Governor. Jack Beaumont, assistant Governor responsible for D Block was a remarkable man and Ruth came to have a deep respect for him. Humanity, integrity of purpose, shrewdness, a sense of justice and common sense, firmness, he had all these qualities. He was besides a penetrating judge of character, and knew his prisoners as individuals.

      He told Ruth that he was glad someone was at last taking an interest in Bower's case. His family never came to see him, and he had only one or two faithful friends. He himself felt deeply sorry for him, and did what he could, but he had to be careful not to show any special attention. This would soon be noticed as favouritism and would make Bower's lot even more miserable.

      Ruth asked about the possibility of his release. Beaumont replied that this lay entirely in the hands of the Home Office, who were very concerned about the state of affairs at Chiddingstone Castle. Until things were put on a stable footing there, his release would not be considered. The Home Office felt that if he returned to it in its present state he would simply break down. The place must be made viable and cleared of its present habitués. He could not cope with Chidd. as it was. Also they were afraid that he might try to link up with Anna, with possible disastrous results.

      "Is he dangerous?", Ruth asked.

      Beaumont nearly fell off his seat laughing. "He wouldn't hurt a fly" he replied. He said that Denys had talked a lot to him about the Castle. At first, when Denys arrived at the Scrubs, weak in body and shattered in spirit, he had lost interest in life, but he now longed to be back at Chiddingstone. He was too volatile in spirits up one day and down the next. He could not escape from impotent worry about the Castle, and it was only stability there which would restore his balance.

      Beaumont said that Bower came from a good background - an old well-established Derbyshire family, not aristocratic but well-established and respected. Ruth said she would think things over before deciding to take on the case. Beaumont very much hoped that she would do so - but it would be an uphill task.
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