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Ann Peet  

Impressive, ambitious novel combining 

story telling with exploration of ideas.  

This is a magical and appealing 

novel, transporting you to a 

beautiful place and different 

historical times. 

At the centre of the story is Wychwood, a 

great house and estate. The first and last 

parts of the book are set in the 17th century 

when, after the Civil War, the royalist Earl 

of Woldingham has been able to return to 

his family home. He employs John Norris 

to landscape the grounds and build a wall 

to enclose the estate. There are dissidents 

hiding in the woods, an old woman 

suspected of witchcraft and later, 

Londoners fleeing the plague. I loved these parts mainly written as Norris's 

memories in a style fitting to the period. 

The middle part of the book is set three centuries later spanning the period from 

1961 when the Berlin wall went up to its fall in 1989. Again the period detail is 

beautifully caught - the fear of spies, a pop festival, the fatwa against a writer 

and a great storm all playing a part. Much of this is seen through the eyes of 

Nell, aged eight in 1961, who is unaware then of the relationships and secrets 

between the adults. 

The novel is on a vast scale with recurring themes - walls that may keep people 

in or out, the dangers of religion, witchcraft, plagues, love. For me the earlier 

story was more engrossing than the 20th century one. Although the changing 

values and mores of the 60s, 70s and 80s are portrayed in a clever and 

engaging way, many of the characters seem to represent issues of that period 



 

rather than being fully rounded as are the characters in the earlier part.  

The writing throughout is superb and I wouldn't be at all surprised to see 

this book winning prizes. 

 

Humaira Kauser  

This book is about so many things but for one thing for sure, it is a beautiful 

masterpiece.  

This book is about so many things but for one thing for sure, it is a 

beautiful masterpiece full of love, aristocrats, witches and more than 

you can imagine. The characters are well developed but the setting and 

scenes were written in such a lyrical way- it was like I was right there with all 

the characters. 

I haven't come across any of Lucy Hughes-Hallett's work and I'm interested in 

her writing now.  

 

Vanessa Wild   

A beautifully written, captivating and quirkily clever tale.  

This is a wonderfully quirky and clever novel.  The main character is the house 

and grounds of Wychwood in Oxfordshire and the central theme is walls.  The 

story begins in 1663 when a wall is built around the house to keep those inside 

'safe'.  The tale then leaps forward in time to 1961 when the Berlin Wall 

suddenly appears almost over night, and then time hops again to 1973 and 

again to 1989 when big changes are occurring in the world and walls are 

broached. 

There are a lot of allegories and parallels in this enchanting, shall we call it, 

parable.  Walls can keep us safe or divide us, even isolate us to a certain extent.  

We can also build a wall around ourselves.  I think it is quite relevant to the 

present time, too.  It has a lot to tell us.  There are usually chinks in walls and 

we should bear in mind there is a whole wide world out there waiting to be 

explored and bridges to built! 

It is beautifully and vividly written.  Some of it is told almost like a fable.  The 

grounds of Wychwood are so easy to imagine.  It has a magical and 

otherworldly feel, a peculiar ground indeed.  What a fabulous place to live or 

visit!   I love the map at the front of the book.  It really helps with visualising 

where everything is.  There are some brilliant characters and, as in a lot of 



 

country estates, the families seem to stay through the generations, the same 

name recurring.   

I found this story so captivating.  I absolutely loved it!  I was very sorry 

to turn the last page. Wychwood and its peculiar ground is well 

worth a visit! 

Twitter @Butterflybiblio 

 

Beth Kemp  

The life of an English country house at key points across three centuries. Great 

for lovers of historicals: some pleasing moments of late 17th and 20th century 

British/European history. 

This is an epic saga in which the house is the main character. 

Beginning with the construction of the gardens in 1663, the novel opens with the 

garden designer’s fittingly ornate narrative style as he describes life at 

Wychwood. The bulk of the novel, however, takes place in the twentieth century, 

focusing on events through 1961 to 1989, with a return to the seventeenth 

century at the end. 

The theme of walls and separation is constant throughout the text, with the 

Berlin wall being key to the more modern sections, and a wall around 

Wychwood itself being constructed in 1663, as well as threat of plague towards 

the end. One of the things I most enjoyed about the book was the many 

recognisable historical references – big and small, cultural and political – that 

cropped up in the different sections. It’s a very well-grounded book with strong 

roots in reality. 

I found there was less witchcraft and intrigue than I was expecting and it was a 

much quieter read. Despite its broad historical sweep, not a lot happens to its 

central characters (although of course, arguably, its only central character is 

the house); it’s more about what the characters are witness to. This is likely to 

appeal to readers with more literary historical tastes than me. 

http://bethkemp.co.uk/ 

 

Victoria Emerson  

I loved, loved, LOVED this book.  

‘Peculiar Ground’ is a very clever book set in Wood Manor in the grounds of  

Wychwood Estate in Oxfordshire. 



 

The book is beautifully written and the descriptive writing is 

wonderful. 

At nearly 500 pages it can require focus to get through but it is definitely worth 

the effort. 

  

Samantha Lewis  

A gorgeous novel written beautifully in a style and language usually 

seen in classic books. Full of eccentric characters and humorous dialogue 

this story manages to weave through historical events such as spies, politics and 

war whilst capturing the lives of people throughout those decades. Whilst doing 

this the tale is set in Wychwood which itself appears encompassed in a 

mysterious and magical bubble where time itself stands still. It cleverly runs 

parallel with outside world events and intertwines through the secrets and 

turmoils of the cast. Cleverly written albeit not an easy read, you really 

do have to focus on the story and at times I found myself re-reading pages 

to keep up! 

 

Edel Waugh 

The story is centred around the grand Wychwood estate in the 1600's in 

England. 

The house has a lot of staff and visitors and throughout the story you get 

glimpses of a lot of them. The story flicks back and forth in time and the 

different people who lived in the house and the magical and tragic events that 

happened there. This is a very mysterious house and every generation who lived 

there since its construction seemed to have had their own troubles and ghosts. 

An enchanting and haunting story for all fans of big old houses.  

 

Helen Lowry 

I have to say, I’ve not read anything like this before. This book has a bit 

of everything from gamekeepers to witches, aristocrats and walls. 

It begins in the 17th century as a wall is built around a great house, Wychwood.  

The story then leaps forward until another wall is built, this time in Berlin. 

Nell, a young girl, observes all before her as she grows up. Eventually, the 

Berlin wall comes down and this set in place a further sequence of events.   



 

Written in a beautiful imaginative style, told in colours and then 

heading into the darkest tones of mankind. Her characters are 

moving and could be all too real. They experience first love, aging, pop 

festivals and other unique life experiences. Well written and an interesting read.  

 

Angie Rhodes 

Welcome to Wychwood, where Game Keepers Witches and Aristocrats live.   It 

is the 17th Century when we open the door to Wood Manor and meet the 

Fortescues, the family that live there and the wonderful and excitable Mr Norris 

has been given the job of planning the lakes and gardens.  

This is a world where secrets are kept, where the people living there have 

something to hide. One little girl Nell, grew up in Wychwood and as an adult 

her heart is still there.  As the decades change, so do the families, but the secrets 

at the heart of Wychwood are still there, waiting to be discovered along with the 

ghostly apparitions of a dead boy who is said to have drowned in the lake. 

 ‘Peculiar Ground’ is a beautiful, haunting novel that will leave the 

readers longing to re visit Wychwood and Wood Manor. 

 

Catherine Jenkins 

In a book where walls play central roles, the precision of language 

and depth of characterisation both spurred me on to continue 

scaling the times and revolutions on which the story is built. From 

post-Civil War landscape-making to post-modern tourism (via the construction 

and deconstruction of the Berlin Wall), this is a big, sprawling novel which 

encourages the reader to think about walls, fences and imprisonment in a new 

light. It has inspired me to learn more about the political tensions in the 

aftermath of the Civil War, when so-called peace was supposedly reinstated, 

and has some fascinating insights on the realities of estate life, changing class 

hierarchies, and East Germany.  

You can follow Catherine on twitter: @CathLynneJ 

 

Alfred Nobile  

When you enter Wychwood and Wood Manor, you enter an enclosed world of 

deception, untruths and superstition. A world of religious intolerance and 

possible witchcraft. A world where half heard conversations take on a life of 



 

their own and can consequences for the future. 

Walls are central to the plot. The wall surrounding Wychwood, the building and 

subsequent fall of the Berlin wall. Both walls designed to keep some in and some 

out and protect their ideal world? 

This is a rambling tale, with multitude characters but is written so 

deftly that the reader is swept along and surrounded by the story. 

Thanks to Lovereading for the ARC and the chance to read this outstanding 

book. 

 

Lisa Redmond  

‘Peculiar Ground’ is the first novel from award winning biographer Lucy 

Hughes-Hallett and it is a huge and ambitious tale set in one place with 

narrators and timelines spanning three hundred years. The novel opens with 

the voice of landscaper Mr Norris as he navigates his way through the vagaries 

of Restoration society as those who supported the King replace those who 

favoured Cromwell. Wychwood is witnessing its own restoration as the Earl of 

Woldingham and his family reclaim their lands from their cousins the Rivers. 

Mr Norris describes oppositions of class, religion, politics and values as well as 

the Fortescue’s tragic loss of their son. The loss of a child is echoed in the second 

section set in 1960s when we visit the Rossiters and the Lanes and there are 

further conflicts for those living at Wychwood as the villagers demand the right 

to roam and use the ancient pathways. While on the wider stage the cold war 

and the Berlin Wall are the news of the day. The novel is an intriguing 

study in landscape, manners, class and the changes in the English 

countryside, it twists and turns through genres from family drama 

to ghost story to historical fiction never quite sure where it fits. While 

the story telling is well paced and the characters interesting the use of multiple 

narrators can drag the story down and convolute the tale. There are at times 

too many actors on the stage. A book full of interesting people and details but 

sadly it didn’t quite capture me.  

  


