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West de Wend-Fenton, who has died aged 75, was the bohemian squire of Ebberston Hall in the 

North Riding of Yorkshire. 

 

A wildly romantic figure, he was passionate and impulsive, with an insatiable thirst for adventure 

and no comprehension of convention. As a young man he often proposed marriage to Margaret 

Lygon; after her nth rejection, and three days' drinking, he flew to Paris and joined the Foreign 

Legion. Fenton saw action against the fellagha in the mountains of Tunisia; he deserted, was 

captured, imprisoned, made to dig his own grave, and finally rescued by Michael Alexander, who 

wrote a book about the "escapade": The Reluctant Legionnaire (1956). 

 

The adventure earned Fenton the nickname "Beau West" (and he was handsome - tall and slender, 

with an eagle's head), as well as the hand of Margaret Lygon (they married soon after his return to 

London), and was the most public event of a largely private existence. But the rest of his life was 

lived in the same spirit. Breakfast was an adventure in his company, dinner much more so. 

 

There were adventures in Greece, where Fenton built a house on a plot of land bought in exchange 

for a .410 shotgun; and in the Soviet Union, where he ran anarchic charabanc tours. There were 

gaudy nights in London and Paris ("West the enemy of sleep!" a friend recalls, "West the scourge of 

night clubs!"). But his greatest adventure was in the Vale of Pickering, at Ebberston. 

 

Like its late squire, the house is charming and eccentric. Variously described as a lodge, a folly, a 

shooting box, and "England's smallest stately home", it was built in 1718 for William Thompson, MP 

for Scarborough and Warden of the Mint, by Colen Campbell, a pioneer of the Palladian revival in 

England (Stourhead, Houghton, Mereworth), who called it "a Rustick Edifice". 

 

Inside is a classical arrangement of grand rooms in miniature, with moulded cornices, carved friezes, 

elaborate architraves and paneling. The proportions of the Lilliputian rooms give a glorious feeling of 

height, an uncanny sense of space. Behind the house, pools and cascades descend into the dale in an 

elaborate water garden. 

 

In the early 19th century the house passed to George Osbaldson, a sportsman known as the "Squire 

of all England", celebrated for his achievements with guns, swords, whips, fists, bats and oars. 

Osbaldson stocked the water garden with trout, demolished the two pavilions and was about to 

knock down the "little fairy house" itself when his luck ran out on the Turf; he was reduced to 

carrying his furniture down the drive to the Grapes Inn to barter it for drink. Over the years the hall 

degenerated into a farmhouse, and when West inherited it (his father, Major William de Wend-

Fenton, had bought the estate in 1941 for £5,000), Ebberston was in a sorry state. With the help of 

various grants, his children and the paying visitors, he spent the rest of his life putting it right. 



 

The family lived in a relaxed style that was truer, perhaps, to the 18th century spirit than the 

conventions of costume drama would allow, in a jumble of chamber pots, gnawed bones and empty 

bottles, and on an equal footing with a menagerie of goats, chickens, pot-bellied pigs, deer, lamas, 

peacocks, and a baleful turkey called Henry. Some of the paying visitors were shocked. Fenton 

farmed his remaining 50 acres on loosely organic principles ("It's just easier, you don't have to buy 

fertiliser"), grew his own vegetables, made his own wine, and shot his own rooks, which he would 

throw into the freezer with their feathers on. 

 

On his way home some years ago his train failed to stop at Malton, so he pulled the communication 

cord, and disembarked for Ebberston; he was fined, and could not have cared less. He did not like to 

wait for drinks, and once at the Ritz he summoned a tardy waiter by throwing his dentures at him. At 

a London party this year, old and blind and ill with cancer, his excuse for leaving at 3 am was that he 

had been out until 5 am the night before. It was this spirit that made Jeremy Paxman, when he was 

writing his book The English, decide that West de Wend-Fenton was the epitome of the national 

character. 

 

Fenton later met him at the Chelsea Arts Club: "I told him I was partly Jewish, partly Polish, partly 

Dutch," he recalled. "A tribe wended its way from the other side of the Urals into Europe, settled in 

Poland, then in Germany, and at the end of the 18th century Michael Wend came to England from 

Holland and put a 'de' in front of his name. His son married an heiress, a Miss Fenton." 

 

Michael Richard West de Wend-Fenton was born on February 2 1927. His singular character was 

evident from an early age. He was educated at a number of schools (including Eton) and served in a 

number of regiments (including the Scots Guards): "I went to so many schools and so many 

regiments, they couldn't make me out." 

 

In his twenties Fenton cut a dash among the Bright Young Things of the day, but on a fateful visit to 

London in 1954 ("I've just sold a pig, that ought to keep me going for a few days") friends 

remembered him as gloomy and restless. It was reported that, in a Kensington pub, he had taken 

exception to a gang of noisy lesbians sitting in a row, lifted one end of their bench and tipped them 

in a heap on the floor. At a party he announced that he was off to join the Foreign Legion. 

 

It was not until his passport was confiscated by a German sergeant ("You vill not need this any 

longer") at the Legion's headquarters in Paris that he realized his folly in enlisting as "a stepson of 

France". Still, he found the Troisieme Bataillon du March no tougher than the Guards, was impressed 

by the French officers (less so by the NCOs), and enjoyed his time in military prison. His only 

complaints were of boredom and the wine ration. His memories of his service were mainly 

ornithological, of goldfinches, larks, and rare tits. 

 



At a London party Michael Alexander heard some friends bemoaning West's fate ("Only one bottle 

of wine a day!"). Alexander had fought in Libya during the war, and been a PoW, and written a book 

about Colditz. With the support of Jock Murray and the Daily Mirror, and accompanied by Lady 

Marye Rous (daughter of the Earl of Stradbroke) and Nick Mosley (son of Sir Oswald), he set about 

the rescue of "Beau West". 

 

Gavin Maxwell suggested hiring the Sicilian Mafia to ship Fenton to Malta; Xan Fielding, wary of the 

"imponderables of land-sea operations", suggested a dash to Libya. After a wild goose chase, from 

Carthage to Sidi Bel-Abbes, dogged by the Deuxieme Bureau, Alexander finally met a couple of 

English legionnaires who knew West: "Fellow always seems to be short of cash! He once tried to sell 

me one of his cows for 5,000 francs. Said it was worth at least 80 quid in England!" 

 

Alexander duly took Legionnaire Michael Fenton 104999 to lunch, and after a couple of bottles they 

made a run for it. If he were caught again he would spend at least a year at Colomb-Bechar, the 

dreaded Saharan penal unit, but they made it to London. 

 

Within a week of his return he was engaged to Margaret Lygon, who survives him with their two 

sons and two daughters. He died on July 6. 

 


