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NEW LIGHT ON ‘LONG SIR THOMAS’
GILES WORSLEY

Sir Thomas Robinson of Rokeby - ‘Long Sir
Thomas’ as he was known by his contemporaries 

to distinguish him from his eponymous contem
porary, later Lord Grantham - had a keen sense of 
his own posterity (Fig. 1). He commissioned an 
imposing monument in Westminster Abbey, com
posing his own epitaph and reserving the space a 
quarter of a century before he died. He planned to 
publish the designs of his house at Rokeby in a spe
cial volume, emulating those great patrons of archi
tecture Horace Walpole and the Earl of Leicester. 
Unfortunately he lacked their deep pockets and 
only the drawings were produced. When his 
reputation was threatened by complaints from 
planters in Barbados, where he was governor, he 
responded with two massive manuscript volumes 
defending his actions. But, above all, his posterity 
was to be ensured by the publication of his carefully 
preserved letters, including a lifetime’s corres
pondence with the Earl of Chesterfield, after his 
death. Unfortunately for him his brother Richard, 
Archbishop of Armagh, intervened, worried what 
indiscretions they might reveal. The letters were 
never published, indeed never seen again and the 
assumption must be that they were destroyed.

The result is that Robinson’s reputation was left 
in the hands of the catty commentators of his day 
who made him out to be little more than a figure of 
fun (Fig. 2). His reputation might be very different 
had those letters survived. Such that do - particu
larly those to his father-in-law the Earl of Carlisle1 
and to Lord Verney2Bare packed with valuable 
information, especially about architecture and 
gardening, as well as politics and gossip. It was

Robinson, after all, who confirmed Kent’s author
ship of the Treasury in Whitehall,3 who provided 
the key reference to Kent’s garden at Carlton House 
inspiring a revolution in gardening in the 1730s,4 
and who left us the best description of Houghton 
in Sir Robert Walpole’s heyday.5 But they did not 
survive and Robinson’s reputation has suffered as a 
result. In the course of writing his entry for the New 
Dictionary of National Biography I have found 
further information which sheds light on his character 
and interests. While it provides only limited evidence 
for new architectural commissions it provides a 
broader understanding of Robinson than the two- 
dimensional caricature of the litterateurs. In partic
ular, it provides further information about his family 
background, about his close involvement with the 
Royal Society of Arts, about his years as Governor 
of Barbados and about the fate of his possessions, 
including his library.

The precise date and place of Robinson’s birth 
remains a mystery. He was not baptised on his 
family estate at Rokeby in Yorkshire and a thorough 
search of other alternatives has not been fruitful. 
Probably he was baptised at Merton in Surrey, 
where his younger brothers Richard and Septimus 
were baptised on 13 July 1708 and 15 March 1710 
respectively, and where his mother Anne was buried 
in 1730. A note of 1715 in the parish register records 
that the parish register book for the years around 
Robinson’s birth had been torn to pieces and a new 
transcript had been made that was as accurate as 
possible, but it is not, it would appear, complete.6 
A date of 1702 (or possibly 1703) remains the most 
plausible for Robinson’s birth, as he enrolled as a
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Figure 1. Sir Thomas Robinson, as he wished to be seen, by Francis van der Mijn, 1750. 
By courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery, London
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Figure 2. Sir Thomas Robinson, as he was seen, by William Austin, 1777. By courtesy of Mr and Mrs P. J. Lorimer

Gentleman Commoner at Exeter College, Oxford, 
on 21 June 1721, aged 18.7

The Robinsons had been connected with 
Merton since Thomas Robinson, grandfather of 
‘Long Sir Thomas’, married Grace, daughter of Sir 
Henry Stapylton of Myton on Swale and of Merton 
Abbey. Their marriage was brief, for she died in 
1676, aged 24, and was buried at Merton. Her 
daughter Elizabeth Robinson was subsequently 
buried at Merton in 1739. The Stapylton connection 
with Merton continued into the eighteenth century. 
Christopher Stapylton, youngest son of Sir John 
Stapylton of Myton, who died at Westminster 
School, aged 15, was buried there in 1743.8 In his 
will Robinson ordered that he be buried near his 
mother in Merton church.9

Some accounts further confuse him with his 
namesake. This was Thomas Robinson (1695-1770), 
fourth son of Sir William Robinson, Bart., of Baldersby, 
Yorkshire. It was the namesake who was educated at 
Middle Temple, not ‘Long Sir Thomas’, as is some
times suggested.10 Confusion between the two 
Yorkshiremen is easy, particularly as for a time they 
owned adjacent houses in Whitehall. The second 
Sir Thomas Robinson was knighted in 1742, was 
never a baronet and was created Lord Grantham in 
1761.11 He was neither a Fellow of the Royal Society 
nor a Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries, as has 
sometimes been suggested by those confusing 
him with ‘Long Sir Thomas’.12 However, he was 
a member of the Society of Dilettanti, which 
‘Long Sir Thomas’ was not.13
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Robinson’s father, William Robinsbn, died in 
1720, when he was still under age. His will shows 
that he left Robinson the residue of his estate, 
including Rokeby (which had been in the family 
since 1610), £1,000 in stock in Paris, on the payment 
of various legacies, principally to his siblings. His 
widow was left £100 and the use of his jewels, plate, 
household goods and furniture at his house in 
Stockwell, Surrey, as long as she remained a 
widow.14

Ten years later, on the death of his mother, 
daughter and heiress of Robert Walters of Cundall 
in Yorkshire, Robinson was left further property, 
including lands at Thirslington, Co. Durham, as 
intended in her marriage settlement, and also lands 
at Theakston, Yorks. Again the bequest was on the 
condition that he paid a series of legacies to mem
bers of his family.15

Sadly, little further information has come to 
light about Robinson’s finances. Two bank 
accounts have emerged, but both were only held 
briefly and neither is of much value. One is at 
Hoare’s Bank from 1756 to 1758. This is a very brief 
account, opened on February 10,1756 with a pay
ment of £1,000, a further payment of £1,000 being 
made on 22 March. It was closed on 19 April 1758.16 
It is more enigmatic than informative, although it 
does include one intriguing payment of £224 to the 
distinguished masonjohn Devall on 1 April 1758. 
The other is at Drummond’s Bank from 4 October 
1764 to 11 August 1769, and is solely given over 
to payments of rent (£32 10s every quarter) by 
Richard Ponsonby.17

From his earliest years Robinson engaged keenly 
in London’s intellectual life. He was admitted as 
member of the Royal Society on 2 February 172718 
and elected a Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries 
on 15 January 1735- He became an honorary fellow 
on 28 April 1743, on being made Governor of 
Barbados, and was readmitted as an ordinary fellow 
on 9 March 1749, following his return to England.19

Robinson was a keen promoter of architects 
and craftsmen. It is already know that he actively 

supported Daniel Garrett’s successful attempt to 
establish a prosperous practice in the north and that 
he attempted the same, though with less success, 
with (the unrelated) William Robinson.20 
Robinson’s influence is shown in the suggestion 
made by Henry Willoughby to Sir William 
Chambers on his return to London in 1755 that he 
should meet Robinson ‘who is a very extraordinary 
person, but perhaps you might make some use 
ofhim’.21

It comes as no surprise that Robinson was 
an early member of the Royal Society for the 
Encouragement of Arts, Manufacturers and 
Commerce, which was founded in 1754.22 He signed 
the original subscription book and was proposed 
for membership by Henry Baker, a scientist impor
tant in the improvement of the microscope and 
another Fellow of the Royal Society, on 20 August 
1755. He is listed as living in Soho Square.23 
Robinson became an active member of the society, 
frequently attending its committees, which he 
regularly chaired,24 and was sometimes closely 
bound up in internal politics.

Robinson was a particularly active proposer of 
new members and the list of those elected on his 
sponsorship, 153 in all, is both a revealing testament 
to the breadth of his social circle and to his desire to 
encourage rising architects and craftsmen.25 Peers 
included the Dukes of Ancaster, Devonshire, 
Northumberland, Portland and Queensberry; the 
Earls of Abercorn, Bute, Egremont, Farnham, 
Northampton, Powis, Shelburn and Sutherland; 
the Countess of Northumberland; Viscounts Howe, 
Ligonier, Palmerston and Pulteney; Lords Bateman, 
Clive, Edgcumbe, Grey, Pigot, Walpole, Warkworth, 
Widdrington, Winterton and Willoughby de Brook; 
as well as Lord Adam Gordon and Lord Charles 
Spencer. To them can be added a further 15 
baronets and five knights, as well as numerous 
gentlemen. Among the architects and craftsmen 
whom he proposed were James Adam, Matthew 
Brettingham, Thomas Chippendale, Lancelot 
Brown, Samuel Norman,26 Timothy Lightoler,
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John Prestage,27 Joseph Rose, William Timbrell,28 
Isaac Ware and Stephen Wright.29

Evidence of the breadth of Robinson’s interests 
and the extent of his involvement in the society can 
be seen by examining the number of committees he 
is recorded as attending in the first seven months of 
1762.30 On 9 January he heard papers on verdigris, 
sheep marking and varnish. On 23 February he 
chaired a committee to consider the question of 
more branches of arts and manufactures. On 11 
March he attended a committee on drawing. On 
13 March he heard papers on pig and bar iron and 
salmoniac and fish carriages. On 23 March he 
attended a meeting discussing the copper medal 
and landscapes. On 27 March he attended a com
mittee discussing statues. On 1 April he attended a 
committee discussing the annual exhibition, and in 
particular his design for a temporary staircase. On 
9 April he heard a paper on making sea water sweet. 
On 16 April he attended a committee discussing the 
exhibition, in which it was agreed that he should 
supervise the execution of an additional hatch door 
in the passage. On 20 May he chaired a committee 
on new arts and manufactures and attended another 
committee on officers of the society and their 
salaries. On 25 May he attended a meeting on 
ventilation of the Great Room. On 1 June he chaired 
a committee discussing repairs to the Great Room. 
On lyjune he chaired a committee considering Mr 
Woodin’s plan for repairing the Great Room. On 24 
June he heard a paper on the Swiss engine for tear
ing up trees, a demonstration of which he attended 
in Mr Beaufroy’s garden in Lambeth on 6 July. 
On 14 July he chaired the meeting where Mr 
Tomkyns received a premium of 25 guineas 
for landscape painting.

A few other references help give an idea of his 
standing in the society. Thus on 24 May 1758 it was 
Robinson who proposed a motion that Lord 
Folkestone, President of the society, be presented 
with its first gold medal. It was Robinson who in 
1759 acted as intermediary from the society to the 
Earl of Exeter over proposals to take Exeter

Exchange. In 1760 he chaired a committee looking 
into the delicate matter of the ‘affair of the porter’, 
an unfortunate incident during the annual exhibi
tion when the porter, Morgan, came to blows with a 
visitor. Morgan ‘declared he did not strike the first, 
but pushed the man gently with his hand to make 
way for some ladies and without any provocation 
was struck, upon which he made a blow at him’. In 
March 1764 he attended three committee meetings 
discussing the annual exhibition, chairing one.

Sometimes his involvement became contr 
oversial, as in October 1769, when he was seen 
as instrumental in an attempt to elect 76 new 
members, an ‘extraordinary influx of new members 
... calculated only to serve the particular purpose 
of voting for a new Secretary, in the room of the late 
Dr Templeman’. Insinuations of a ‘Ministerial job’ 
were made against the Vice President in the chair, 
Sir Charles Whitworth, and Robinson, who 
apparently supported the ‘new-creation’. The 
proposal was voted down.31

Robinson failed to hold formal office in the 
society. His attempt to stand as Vice President on 
5 March 1765 received only 12 votes, compared to 
the successful Duke of Richmond’s 76.

Perhaps inevitably, Robinson showed a particu
lar interest in the society’s encouragement of archi
tecture and in it own building activities. Thus he 
was the only architect who attended the committee 
on 17 February 1763 which resolved that a 30 guinea 
premium for architecture, open to those under 30 
years, should be presented the following year. The 
subject was to be ‘a country house and offices for 
a Person of Quality, situated on an eminence and 
commanding fine prospects on three sides, the 
figure, disposition, size and proportions of the 
parts to be left to the discretion of the designer, the 
designs to be regular, the parts well proportioned 
and decorated in the Palladian style and to consist 
of a front elevation, a longitudinal and traverse 
section and the plans of all the different stories with 
a name or use of each room and its dimensions 
written on the plan’. A year later he attended the 
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committee on 2 March 1764 which awarded the 
30 guinea prize to James Gandon, with Thomas 
Cooley receiving 20 guineas and Robert Baldwin 10 
guineas. The committee decided that the following 
year’s premium for design in architecture should be 
for the side of a street 500ft long with 19 houses fit 
for gentlemen. The winners were to be James 
Pollard, Richard Edwin and Thomas Sutton.

However, it would be a mistake to read too much 
into this. Robinson did not attend the meeting on 
18 March 1763 at which John Plaw was awarded the 
premium of 20 guineas for his measured drawing of 
the Banqueting House and at which it was decided 
that the subject for the following year’s premium for 
a measured drawing should be the York Building 
Watergate ‘built by Inigo Jones - the plan, elevation 
and section to be done from actual measurement’. 
Nor did he attend the meeting on 17 February 1764 
at which it was decided that the subject of the fol
lowing year’s premium for drawing in architecture 
should be the portico of St George’s Church, 
Hanover Square.

Robinson was particularly assiduous when it 
came to the society’s own building, with his expert
ise frequently being called upon. The proposal to 
take Exeter Exchange came to nothing and instead 
Sir William Chambers was employed to design the 
Great Room and its furniture in Little Denmark 
Court in 1759. Frustratingly there is no reference to 
any involvement by Robinson in the decision in the 
Society’s minutes and no minutes survive from the 
committee set up to oversee the project. However, 
the room was not without its drawbacks and on 27 
February 1760 a committee, headed by Robinson, 
was set up ‘to consider in what manner the Society’s 
large room can be made more commodious’.

The minutes of this committee survive from July 
1760. The meeting of 10 July 1760, when the con
tract for new seats and partitions ‘according to Sir 
Thomas Robinson’s plan’was discussed, is parti
cularly interesting. Mr Ross offered to do the work 
for £90, Mr Chippendale for £120 if allowed the old 
stuff, £130 if not, and Mr Stemson for £68. It was 

agreed that Samuel Stemson should do the work 
which would be supervised by Robinson and vari
ous others.

Further meetings were held discussing ventila
tion and extra seating in 1761, again with Robinson 
usually in the chair. On 8 January detailed propos
als were put forward about painting and coverings. 
On 25 June Robinson delivered a plan for three 
more benches which would hold a further 80 peo
ple. This was carried out by Mr West. His bill, 
which totalled £80 7s 6d, included £21 for ‘making 
alterations in the south part of the room agreeable 
to Sir Thomas Robinson’s plan’. Sadly, neither 
drawings nor furniture survive.

The Great Room remained unsatisfactory 
and Robinson chaired two meetings in June on its 
repair, at one of which Mr Woodin’s plan for repairs 
was discussed. On 10 August 1763 Robinson was 
present at a meeting which discussed legal advice 
on repairing the Great Room and on 18 February 
1764 chaired a meeting on relations with the 
landlord.

On 24 August 1764, with Mr Wyatt and Mr 
Dance also present, Robinson chaired a meeting ‘to 
consider and report where there is a proper vacant 
piece of ground for building a house with offices to 
be built there on or take a lease under a builder of 
such a house’. Particular attention was drawn to 
Canary Court, a plot 150 by 90 feet which Thomas 
Clifton had on a lease from the Earl of Exeter for 61 
years from 1766. Clifton’s site was accepted and on 
12 January 1765 Robinson was in the chair when a 
list was drawn up of the apartments and conven
iences the society would want in a new building; it 
was agreed that members should be asked to send 
in an appropriate plan or plans. The proposal was 
ratified at a meeting of the society on 16 January. 
The plans were discussed on 5 February, and on 12 
February it was agreed that it was possible to build 
on the site for less than £12,000, ‘having received 
several ingenious plans’. Members who had sent in 
plans were thanked and asked to provide elevations 
and an estimate. It would be interesting to know 
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whether Robinson was one of the members who 
submitted plans. Given his relish for designing it is 
hard to imagine that he did not.

The following day Robinson moved a successful 
resolution at a meeting of the society that it should 
consider whether it was expedient to build a Room 
with proper offices and apartments for the use of the 
society. A subscription book was opened but when 
only £980 16s had been subscribed by 15 May 1765 
the project was dropped. Despite his energetic pro
motion of the scheme Robinson did not actually sub
scribe himself.32 It was not until 1773 that a purpose- 
built house was designed by Robert Adam, an 
undertaking in which Robinson took no part.33

The committee minutes demonstrate that it 
was to Robinson’s designs that the Great Room was 
altered and new furniture designed - although sadly 
not executed by Thomas Chippendale. But what 
perhaps comes out most clearly is his application in 
such relatively mundane affairs, with Robinson not 
merely chairing the committee but personally 
supervising the work. Robinson’s involvement was 
exceptional for a gentleman of his standing. No 
other gentleman, let alone person with title, took 
such a role. Most of the other members of the house 
committee were not even ‘Esq’ but simply ‘Mr’.

Robinson’s sense of the importance of his 
reputation and posterity comes over very strongly 
in the two immensely thick folio manuscript vol
umes he sent to the Duke of Newcastle in defence of 
his years as Governor of Barbados.34 The volumes 
provide a detailed record of his governorship with 
transcripts of meetings of the assembly and council. 
In particular they establish exactly what were 
Robinson’s architectural activities on the island.

Robinson arrived on the island on 10 August 
1742 and almost immediately set about altering the 
official residence at Pilgrim, a compact villa with a 
central hall running the full depth of the house and a 
wing of offices (Fig. 3). The extent of his work can 
be established by a set of plans drawn by John Trail, 
‘Engineer’, of the house and ancillary buildings 
before and after his alterations and a list of

‘Alterations, Repairs and new erected buildings at 
Pilgrim done at the expense of Sir Thomas Robinson’. 
There is also a list of workmen and the sums they 
were owed but without stating their trades.35

Robinson’s work was driven partly by decay - 
the centre beam of the room below his bedroom was 
almost eaten through by vermin and the whole floor 
and roof in immediate danger of falling - and partly 
by the desire to make the house more convenient, in 
particular through creating larger rooms where the 
air might flow more freely and he could entertain 
more easily (Fig. 4). He made a larger bedroom for 
himself by knocking two bedrooms into one, 
‘finding the bedchambers very small and the climate 
extremely hot’; he extended the assembly room and 
dining room by throwing in adjoining rooms; he 
remodelled the staircase; he demolished what was 
known as the ‘Stone Room’which projected at one 
corner of the house and replaced it with an enclosed 
court; he added a substantial porch and created new 
negro quarters in the service court. He also laid out 
squares of grass in the forecourt to Pilgrim House 
(Fig. 5), enlarged and repaired the private and com
mon stables (Fig. 6) and fitted up houses for raising 
stock and preserving grain.

Unfortunately Robinson had not sought the 
approval of the island’s General Assembly before 
beginning work and, although no objections were 
initially raised, complaints began when the Stone 
Room was demolished. As a result Robinson was 
soon at loggerheads with members of theAssembly. 
A committee was set up to supervise work to which 
Robinson delivered bills totalling £1,359 8s 2d in 
May 1743. The General Asseinbly showed no desire 
to pay the bills and in August 1744 Robinson, who 
had already advanced £600 to workmen, was forced 
to pay the full cost himself.

With the outbreak of war with France in June 
1744 Robinson was faced with a further dilemma. 
Muskets and powder were delivered to the island 
which had no suitable place to store them. He 
decided to rebuild the south-east corner of the 
stable yard at Pilgrim to form an arsenal and
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Figure 3. John Trail, plan of the Governor’s house at Pilgrim, Barbados, in 1742.
Public Record Office

Figure 4. John Trail, plan of the Governor’s house at Pilgrim, Barbados, in 1746. 
Public Record Office
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PLATE.UE

Figure 5. John Trail, plan of the Governor’s house, garden and outbuildings, Pilgrim, Barbados, in 1746.
Public Record Office
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Figure 5. John Trail, plan of the Governor’s stables, Pilgrim, Barbados, in 1742. 

Public Record Office
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armoury and to create a forge and apartment for 
the armourer. He also repaired and enlarged the 
old guard house and enclosed and levelled a parade 
ground for the militia. In May 1745 he had sheds for 
12 artillery tumbrils built at Pilgrim by the commis
sioners of fortifications, according to a plan drawn 
by John Thody. Trail’s drawings do not include 
elevations so the architectural quality of Robinson’s 
work is impossible to judge, although the plan 
suggests that the additions to the house and the 
remodelling of the stable were sophisticated.

A committee of the island’s council, appointed 
to view the work on 26 January 1746, found that 
Robinson had spent £4,245 15s 7d on ‘repairs, alter
ations and structures at Pilgrim’, without making 
any charge for his own servants, negroes, horses or 
carriage. It commented that the bills were correct 
and that as a result the house was not only habitable 
but commodious. It added that Robinson had also 
spent a further £1915s 6J4d on provisions for pris
oners of war. It was reported that Robinson com
plained that ‘the sallaries he has received as 
Governor have in no degree been equal to the 
expences he has been in his Government’.

The committee had been appointed following 
the presentation of 15 articles of complaint to 
Robinson on 12 September 1745 ‘by two gentlemen 
of the assembly’. The complaints centred on the 
building work, but ranged wide over Robinson’s 
governorship. The second article, for instance, 
focused on the building of the tumbril sheds at Pilgrim, 
and argued that Robinson, ‘by granting orders with 
the consent of council on certificates of the commis
sioners of fortifications for St Michael’s division for 
work done at his special instance and materials fur
nished for buildings at Pilgrim as if such work was 
for the use of the fortifications has altered the con
stitution of the island, misapplied public money, 
raised for other purposes, absolutely destroyed all 
public faith and credit and introduced a precedent 
whence every bad consequence may ensue’.

The fourth article claimed that ‘the Governor 
took upon him to demolish great part of Pilgrim

House whereby as well as by his alterations there he 
hath much weakened the rest and this without the 
consent of the trustee or of the representatives of the 
people by whose committee all alteration, additions 
and repair ought to have been ordered ... and now 
alledges that he has expended at least £3,000 about 
the said buildings although the whole land and 
buildings including the repairs are not worth half 
the sum he pretends to have expended’.

Robinson’s defence was as heavily laden with 
irony as it was detailed and wordy. Replying to 
accusations that he had failed to seek permission 
before removing the lath and plaster wall separating 
the bedrooms he commented that ‘this I did without 
consulting the Representatives of the People; or 
Imagining ’twas a work of such solemn deliberation 
as not to be undertaken with out their grave advice 
and concurrence’.

It is clear from reading Robinson’s defence that 
improper expenditure was merely the justification 
for a broader attack on his governorship. It is perhaps 
significant that the first article complains that he had 
prevented five bills being passed. Robinson admitted 
that he had been wrong in carrying out the work 
without permission but noted that members of the 
assembly had seen the work in hand without making 
complaint and that previous governors had had their 
building work paid for. He reckoned that the prob
lem all stemmed from a decision early in his gover
norship when Thomas Harrison was removed from 
the council, whom he accused of hounding him ever 
since. His frustration is clear in the comment to the 
Duke ofNewcastle: ‘From Evidences thus drawn 
from the lips of my accusers, I trust the accusation 
itself will be look’d upon, in the judgement of your 
Grace, as the effect of malice, ek’d out and patch’d 
up with matters of convenience, rather than the 
complaint of an injur’d people labouring under the 
oppression and artifice of an imperious Governor.’

All Robinson’s efforts at compromise were in 
vain. His apologies for acting without permission 
were dismissed. His offer to cover the cost of the 
porch in exchange for demolishing the Stone Room 
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was rejected. The report of the committee which 
acknowledged the work had been satisfactorily car
ried out and that the bills were correct was ignored. 
The assembly was not prepared to repay Robinson 
and certain members of it were, in Robinson’s eyes, 
libellous in their attacks on him. His position was 
untenable and it can have been with little regret - 
except financial - that he handed over the governor
ship to his replacement on 14 April 1747.

It would appear that he never recovered his 
costs from the assembly. After much grumbling he 
was granted a government pension of £500 a year in 
1750.36 But in 1753 he was still seeking further office 
in compensation, complaining to Lady Yarmouth 
that without it ‘there will be nothing left for me but 
to retire to my ancestral home and play patiently 
among the remains of my goods, greatly reduced by 
service to the Crown’.37

However, Robinson’s time in Barbados was not 
without some financial recompense. Among his 
defence papers is the note that on 14 March 1742 he 
married Sarah, widow of Samuel Salmon Esq, 
owner of 46 negroes. The Gentleman’s Magazine 
duly reported the wedding on 31 May 1743: ‘Sir 
Thomas Robinson, governor of Barbados, to Mrs 
Salmon of that island with £30,000’.38 Whether 
this was in Barbadian pounds or pounds sterling 
is unclear. According to Robinson the £3,000 he 
was paid as salary in Barbados was worth about 
£2,000 sterling.

Robinson’s role as an architectural advisor to 
his fellow landowners is well documented.39 One 
example that has so far passed unremarked is his 
advice to Edwin Lascelles on Harewood House, 
Yorkshire, in 1762, following the demolition of 
Robert Adam’s recently erected semi-circular 
internal court. On 15 June Lascelles wrote to his 
steward Samuel Popplewell explaining that he had 
sent Sir Thomas Robinson’s plan of alterations and 
the accompanying letter answering John Carr’s 
objections to his proposals and explaining his 
sentiments and amendments. Lascelles saw no 
reason to vary Robinson’s suggestions.40 The 

court was rebuilt as a smaller lightwell and two new 
rooms, the South Drawing Room and the Common 
Dining Room, were added. It is not clear from sub
sequent documentation what Robinson suggested 
nor to what degree the finished design represented 
his ideas.

The publication of his letters was one of 
Robinson’s plans to ensure his posterity. Another 
was the publication of an architectural monograph 
on his work, apparently a volume on Rokeby Park, 
including the house, park and estate buildings, 
intended to rival those on Houghton and Hoikham. 
Carefully prepared drawings for this survive at 
Rokeby. According to a note in his personal account 
book, Lord Temple subscribed to the proposed 
publication in 1755.41 The subscription was clearly 
not a success and no more was heard of the project.

Robinson was equally careful to ensure that his 
likeness survived. A number of portraits are known, 
including a small ivory relief, now in the Ashmolean 
Museum,42 which portrays Robinson in profile, in 
the clothes and with the hairstyle of a Roman general. 
Somewhat curiously, though inscribed ‘Roma 1730’ 
it describes him as ‘Sr Thos Robinson Bart’. 
Although Robinson was created a baronet on 10 
March 1730 in the old calendar (actually 1731), 
he had left Rome some time earlier.

Among the finest of Robinson’s likenesses is 
that on his monument in Westminster Abbey, tradi
tionally ascribed to John Walsh.43 In 1959 Hugh 
Honour, cataloguing the works of the eighteenth
century Italian sculptor Filippo della Valle, wrote 
that it was tempting to associate a recorded bust of 
Mr Robinson with Sir Thomas Robinson, who was 
known to have been in Rome in 1730.44 Honour’s 
guess was correct. In his will Robinson decreed that 
the bust of himself by ‘Phillippo della Valle’, along 
with the bust of his late wife Lady Lechmere by 
Bouchardon, both of which were made at Rome in 
1730, should be fixed on his monument in 
Westminster Abbey.45

The will reveals that Robinson had bought a 
place for the monument, beside that of the late duke 
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of Argyll, from the Dean and Chapter on 22 July 
1753 for £7715s gd. He ordered his executors to 
spend £200, or more if necessary, on erecting the 
monument to a design which he had made and 
including an epitaph which he had written. Should 
no such design or epitaph be found they were to 
commission a suitable design and inscription. The 
monument is signed by John Walsh, who carved the 
coat of arms of William Trevor, Bishop of Durham, 
on the chapel at Glynde Place, Sussex, which 
Robinson designed.46

Robinson’s will, dated 13 November 1775 and 
proved 10 March 1777, has other useful information. 
He left ‘such of my books, several of which on archi
tecture, antiquities etc are very valuable, as my 
brother, Richard Robinson, Archbishop of 
Armagh, shall chose in order to complete the collec
tion which he is now making’. The executors were 
to make a catalogue of his books to present to the 
archbishop, who founded the Robinson Library, 
now Armagh Public Library, in 1771, intended as the 
first element of a new university at Armagh.47 The 
library survives with significant numbers of the 
original books. According to Dr Edward McParland 
some of the architectural volumes bear Robinson’s 
name in the flyleaf. The executors’ catalogue does 
not survive.

Robinson left his family pictures to his brother 
William. These included the handsome portrait of 
Robinson by Francis van der Mijn now in the 
National Portrait Gallery (Fig. l).48 His fine bust of 
Lord Chesterfield made by Joseph Wilton, his por
trait of Chesterfield by Allan Ramsay and the medal 
of the nobleman given by Chesterfield to Robinson 
were left to the British Museum. They were given to 
the museum as ‘testimony for the memory of that 
illustrious person with whom I have lived in intima
cy for more than half a century’.

The British Museum ‘Books of Presents’records 
that on 27 September 1777 ‘according to the Will of 
the late Sir Thomas Robinson Bart, a marble bust 
by Wilton, a medal in coper by Dassier and a picture 
by Ramsay, all of the late Earl of Chesterfield, have

been deposited in this Museum’. The Wilton bust 
remains in the Department of Medieval and Later 
Antiquities. The Ramsay portrait of 1765, originally 
suspended with other portraits on the walls of the 
Eastern Zoological Gallery, was transferred to the 
National Portrait Gallery in the late 1870s. A copper 
medal by J. A. Dassier of the Earl of Chesterfield is 
held in the Department of Coins and Medals, but 
this came from the collections of Edward Hawkins, 
Keeper of the Department of Antiquities from 1826 
to i860. This may have replaced the medal given by 
Robinson as such medals were apparently quite 

„ 49common.
Robinson left his drawings, prints, plans, 

designs, manuscripts and letters to his executors, 
Fleming Pinkstan, Hugh Kelly and James 
Parkinson, and his son-in-law, William Pirnor, 
‘leaving it to their discretion to dispose of and 
publish the same in such manner as they shall think 
proper as I am fully persuaded they will make no 
other use of them but what is suitable to the nature 
of that trust and perfectly consistent with a sincere 
regard for my memory and the reputation of my 
family and connections and the profit or loss attend
ing such publication is to be the sole risque and 
likewise the sole benefit’ of the four.

According to Horace Walpole, Robinson had 
preserved every letter he ever received and all the 
copies of all his responses, including a correspon
dence he had kept up with Lord Chesterfield for 50 
years. Walpole adds that though Robinson had 
asked his son-in-law to publish them Robinson’s 
brother the Archbishop of Armagh was consulting 
lawyers to see whether he could stop their publica
tion.50 They never appeared and the subsequent 
fate of Robinson’s manuscripts and drawings is 
unknown.

Robinson’s will provides a number of small 
insights into his later life. The Christian name of 
his illegitimate daughter Anne Pirnor’s husband 
William is left blank three times, suggesting a sur
prising lack of intimacy. However, after sundry 
legacies Anne Pirnor was to be left the residue of 
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his estate, which was to be placed ini government 
securities with the dividends being paid to her.51

An otherwise unrecorded drama emerges from 
the will in the legacy of an annuity of £50 for life 
(together with all his wearing apparel and an annu
ity to her mother for life of £50) to Robinson’s 
housekeeper, Susanna Griffith ‘for her great integri
ty, diligence and respectful attention she has always 
paid me (particularly during the several illnesses I 
have had) and to whom under providence I owe 

much on account of her discovery and extinguish
ing a fire in my library at the hazard of her life’.

Robinson asked to be buried at Merton Abbey, 
Surrey, ‘along with my ancestors, in the privatest 
manner, with a plain tablet or inscription as my 
executors shall direct’. His baronetcy passed to his 
brother William, then to his brother Richard, and 
then by special remainder to his distant cousin 
Matthew in whose family it remained until its 
extinction in 1883 on the death of the 8th baronet.52
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