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Welcome to the latest HGF Newsletter. As we 
mentioned in the last issue of Historic Gardens Review, the 

Newsletter is being changed slightly to contain more longer items,
such as book reviews, and reports on conferences and exhibitions,
and fewer short ones, such as notices of upcoming events, which 

are today so easily found on the Internet. 

Another change is that subscribers will receive four Newsletters a year
in future, instead of two – in addition, of course, to the magazine.

Historic Gardens Review will be posted out twice 
a year as always, with two Newsletters being emailed out 

between each issue. 

Let us hear what you think of the changes – and please make 
suggestions about what you would like us to cover.

Newsletter 44 – May 2017

The HGF Newsletter is edited by Gillian Mawrey.
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‘Capability’ Brown 1
The Brown Tercentenary and

Europa Nostra

Continued on following page

Last autumn, as the celebrations of ‘Capability’ Brown’s tercentenary drew to a close, I was asked by
Europa Nostra, the pan-European heritage organisation, to assess the year-long commemoration

of his work for one of the Europa Nostra awards. The Landscape Institute, which organised the
complex series of events from its London headquarters, had entered the project in the ‘Education,
Training and Awareness-Raising’ category. Because I was out of the UK for much of 2016, I missed
what had been going on – and had certainly not been involved in any of the events, so I was a suitably
impartial assessor.
The idea of a UK-wide Festival to celebrate the 300th anniversary of Brown’s birth was originally

mooted in 2011 by John Phibbs. At first, little was done to move the idea along because bodies such as
the National Trust, who might have been expected to run such an project, did not want to take on sole
responsibility. Eventually, several organisations agreed to be partners in what became known as CB300
and they jointly commissioned the Landscape Institute (LI) to organise the Festival. 
The LI appointed a team to run it and applications for funding were made to the Heritage Lottery

Fund (HLF). The first two bids were unsuccessful, which lost valuable time, but in 2014 a third bid
was awarded just under £1million on condition that CB300 concentrated on ‘outreach’, ie on bringing
the work of Brown and his contemporaries to new audiences, including children, the handicapped,
and people who may not previously have visited any historic site, let alone a historic park or garden.

CB300 became a huge project – something that had never been attempted before in the landscape
world – and it was clear that no organisation or individual had experience of dealing with such a task.
Although the team leader had expertise in both HLF bids and outreach projects, she did not know the
historic landscape scene, and at the start there was a mismatch between those who wanted to
concentrate on research and publishing the results, and those who wanted to use the tercentenary to
interest the public in Brown’s actual sites and in historic landscapes in general. 

Eventually, everyone was persuaded to work together, and by the early spring of 2016 several
hundred events had been organised in all parts of the country. They ranged from the obvious (such as
conferences, talks, tours, exhibitions, publications, tree planting) to the imaginative (a new narcissus
named for Brown, a light display, and postage stamps showing Brown landscapes), and from the
practical (embroidery and cake making) to the bizarre (choreography and cycling). 
The £1m HLF grant was probably insufficient, given the scale and range of the events which took

place over the year, and potential extra sources of income, both commercial and philanthropic, were,
for some reason, ignored.

By Gillian Mawrey
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On the academic side, the ICOMOS conference in September (reported on in the last HGF

Newsletter) addressed Brown’s influence on gardens in Europe and further afield, and encouraged more
research in this area. New technology (eg drones) was used to research historic sites, webinars reached
those who could not attend seminars, inaccessible documents (such as Brown’s bank accounts) were
digitised and put online, and the Festival website (http://www.capabilitybrown.org) proved a valuable
communication tool, and one which will be kept active into the future.  

Looking back, strength seems to have come out of what
started by being amorphous, so there was something in the
Festival to appeal to all tastes. The streak of English
eccentricity, such as Capabili-teas (left), was balanced by
scholarly input, and eventually most of those involved
seemed delighted with how Brown’s tercentenary
celebrations turned out. 

Historians were pleased that scholarly research was
published and/or put on line, and also with improved

interpretation at historic sites and the production of an advice manual for owners, while the outreach
side was delighted that CB300 got generous coverage in the media, including in Europe and as far away
as Australia. Visits to historic gardens (as opposed to
houses) increased; owners of Brown landscapes not
normally open to the public found they enjoyed the
experience of welcoming strangers to their private
domains; and new kinds of visitors, for instance the
refugees who were guided round the landscape at
Chatsworth (right), may not only have enjoyed a day
out, but perhaps also developed an interest in and
understanding of this important aspect of English
culture.

Working with outside people was beneficial to the
rather closed world of garden history, while the
general public became aware of what, for many, was an interesting new subject.  
This wide-ranging project seemed to me worthy of a Europa Nostra award for its huge ambition, its

significant scholarly legacy and its demonstrable success in making a new audience aware not only of
Brown’s work but of other historic landscapes as well. 

Sadly, CB300 did not win an award. In the ‘Education, Training and Awareness-Raising’ category the
judges chose a batch of 10 projects from different countries (details can be found on EN’s website
www.europanostra.org). Although one was from the UK – a maritime heritage project in western
Scotland – none was garden or landscape related.
The Historic Gardens Foundation has complained before that Europa Nostra barely acknowledges

the existence of parks and gardens as a heritage category. In EN’s three other awards categories –
Conservation, Research, and Dedicated Service – only one garden is cited this year: the Baroque
Complex and Gardens in Kuks, in the Hradec Králové region of the Czech Republic. 
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Humphry Repton 1
The Repton Bicentenary

Tercentenary celebrations for ‘Capability’ Brown are barely over but
brave souls are already preparing to mark the bicentenary in 2018 of
the death of another great landscaper, Humphry Repton. No details

have been announced yet, except that London’s Garden Museum will be staging a Repton exhibition in
its revamped space. 
The museum has been closed for 18 months for major works, (it re-opens this week and we will

report on it later) so on 3rd May its director, Christopher Woodward, borrowed the conference room at
Hoare’s Bank in Fleet Street for an evening symposium on Repton.
The choice of venue was not completely arbitrary as the Hoare family not only owned Stourhead, one

of the most beautiful landscape parks in England, which they donated to the National Trust, but also
commissioned Repton to work on their Luscombe Castle estate in Devon. Indeed, the evening began
with a brief introduction by Simon Hoare about his family’s dealings with Repton, whom they found
“very persuasive”. 

It continued with an account from distinguished architectural
historian, Jeremy Musson, of Repton’s life and work. Born in 1752,
Repton was 36 before he turned to landscaping in 1788, but he soon
had a successful practice, which was enhanced by his use of quite
modern ways of attracting custom, such as business cards (right) and
above all his Red Books. These contained watercolour sketches of the
existing landscape around a house, with his proposed improvements on
little paper flaps which could be lifted or put back in place to show the
‘before and after’ effect. He probably made over 200 of these Red
Books, of which 123 survive, a surprising number of them still in the properties they were made for.

Musson described Repton as both practical and artistic, and explained that, because he also published
several works on the theory of landscape, he had a wide influence on later practitioners, including
Frederick Law Olmsted, creator of Central Park, New York. 

Next Nicola Shulman, biographer and wife of the Marquess of Normanby, told us about Repton’s
work on their estate, Mulgrave Castle in Yorkshire, which was a difficult site, with steep valleys. She
emphasized that Repton intended his Red Books to be handled – although today they are much too
precious – and she passed round copies of pages from the Mulgrave Red Book (alas, not with moveable
flaps) which enabled the audience to appreciate the care Repton took over every aspect. Each Red Book,
apparently, took about three months to produce, from site visit to final sketches. 
Then, garden designer George Carter, who has written on Repton, talked us through some Repton

landscapes. He pointed out that Repton paid more attention to the house on an estate than Capability
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Brown did, not only to its position but also to its appearance. He believed that houses should be
irregular in shape, so as to get the maximum number of different views from its windows.

Repton paid great attention to the character of each site where he worked – and his designs paid great
importance to the middle ground. Here Carter showed us Repton’s suggestions for Endsleigh in Devon,
where the distance, middle ground and foreground were equally carefully treated, as can be seen in the
‘before’ (left) and ‘after’ (right) images below. The edge of the flap is clearly visible in the ‘before’ picture.

(Since attending this seminar, I have discovered that the Library of New South Wales has devised
technology which enables you to move the flaps and see the ‘before’ and ‘after’ images of certain Red
Books. Visit http://dxlab.sl.nsw.gov.au/repton-flip-book-2 for hours of fun.)

Carter explained that Repton liked his landscapes to be animated – by water or animals or even
smoke from a cottage chimney. Early in his career he didn’t like views of ploughed fields, but this
opinion was later modified in the light of changing agricultural conditions – and his attitude to flower
gardens also changed over the years. 
This was perhaps the most interesting talk of the evening, with slides of several properties, including

Sundridge (now in the London suburbs) and Sheringham Park in Norfolk, currently being restored. 
Finally, Sir Richard Carew Pole told us about his family’s dealings with Repton over Antony in

Cornwall, which is now in the care of the National Trust. At first, in 1792, everything was disastrous
and resulted in a decade of acrimonious correspondence. Eventually, Repton returned and produced
something all parties were happy with. 
The brief Q&A session which followed produced the interesting point that Repton, unlike Brown,

was not a contractor and never got involved in the actual laying-out of his designs. 
In spite of the outline of Repton’s life and work offered by Jeremy Musson, this very enjoyable event

was aimed at those who had already heard of him. Indeed, a request that “please would all those who
own or are responsible for a Red Book put their hands up” produced six responses! But Repton is much
less well known to the general public than Brown was, although often regarded as his successor. 

Before last year’s tercentenary celebrations started, ‘Capability’ Brown had a certain name recognition
amongst the public. At the moment Repton does not resonate at all, even though his work and
personality could be seen as more relevant to people and garden design today than Brown’s. As his
bicentenary is planned, it will be a major task to make his name known outside the current small circle . 

Gillian Mawrey



Gardens of Court and Country: English Design 1630-1730 by David Jacques.
Yale University Press. 416 pages. £45.00. 
ISBN 978-0-300-22201-2.

This large and richly-illustrated book is advertised by Yale as the “first comprehensive overview of the
development of the English formal garden”. This is eminently plausible in that its illustrations and 
captions – hardly an opening is without at least one – chart a rich conspectus of imagery that Dr David
Jacques has amassed over the years of work on first his doctoral thesis and then this book. Those wishing
to grasp how this phase of important garden-making needs to be understood in competition with the
otherwise much vaunted and later ‘English landscape garden’ will find this an excellent place to start. 

Its captions are extensive, detailed and explanatory, and offer a parallel narrative to the main text. For
instance, the caption to the image (above) of Montagu House in London reads: 

“Engraving after a drawing by James Simon, The North Prospect of Montague [sic] House (1714).
Montagu House, St Giles, London, was designed by Robert Hooke. The 1680s parterre was adorned by
figures, flanked by terraces, and terminated at an octagon fountain basin in a demi-lune; northwards, the
view extended to Highgate. By 1706 Thomas Ackres was the undertaker to keep the garden, and in the
next few years he spent copiously on plant tubs, seen here interspersed between junipers or cypresses.”
This is also a huge book, in its attempt to cover not only one hundred years of arguably the most

complex transformation of landscape ideas – scientific, political and aesthetic – but also how those
transformations were observed and discussed by contemporaries, so my review is unable to grapple fully
with its approaches and achievements.   
There have been several earlier, though partial, perspectives cast on this phase of English gardening:

like Roy Strong’s The Renaissance Garden in England (1979) which began that narrative, and Mark
Laird’s The Formal Garden (1992) which took it further (but not exclusively on English material).
Nonetheless, Laird is quoted on the first page, but not, along with Strong, listed in the bibliography.

Jacques’s 1630-1730 century is narrated with chapters that survey early design before the 1660
restoration of the monarchy, and then during the reigns of Charles II, William and Mary, Queen Anne
and the ‘Augustan Age’, to reach finally the theory and practice of Stephen Switzer and his 1742 
Ichnographia Rustica. 
This narrative is full of wonderful aperçus, on the role of parks in the republic under Cromwell, on

engravers, finances, layouts and the use of gravel. But there is also a (perhaps inevitable) need to 
simplify matters that relate to, but are always at some problematic distance from, garden-making, that
have to do with politics, science and technology and aesthetics.  
The book’s central focus is on the ‘forms’ that landscapers employed rather than the ‘formal way’ of

garden-making. (Indeed, the term ‘formal’ applied to gardens is anachronist, first used only after the
‘English’ garden held sway.) But the approach through the forms found and made in gardens is a very
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useful approach, and Jacques canvasses well this repertoire of ‘physical components’: this includes 
compartments, bowling greens, parks and deer parks, layouts, wildernesses, groves, terraces, parterres,
greenhouses (heating thereof ), orangeries, forecourts, avenues, axis, cascades, basons and canals, fences
and grills, sculpture, fruit and vegetable gardens. 
That agenda was already a key way of thinking the garden, and was aptly summarized on the title

page of John James’s 1712 translation of Dezallier d’Argenville’s La théorie et la pratique du jardinage.
Jacques’s seven-page glossary of garden terms (‘basket handle’, ‘cutwork’, ‘maille’, etc) is extremely useful
in guiding readers through these ‘forms’, which have a long history: from members of the ‘Georgical
Committee’ of the Royal Society, who asked correspondents to identify many of these items that could
be found around the country, the ‘forms’ that painters offered to the imagination of garden-makers, to
‘Capability’ Brown (though beyond the scope of this book) who sought to manipulate the very forms of
the topographies with which he worked.

Yet, while these ‘forms’ surely changed, or conversely how the ‘forms’ changed yet the terms still 
lingered, is an aspect not much discussed as the chapters unfold. Gardens can be conservative, but
surely there were subtle changes in usage during this period, and these reflected in part influences from
the continent (as well as those who travelled there) and maybe local usage, financial restrictions, or local
topographies.  For instance, the key ideas of ‘prospect’, ‘wilderness’ or ‘lawn’ change in both significance
and how they were analyzed at any one time. 

‘Style’, like ‘the formal’, occupies much of this narrative, but style manifests itself as a marker of 
cultural meaning, touching on how the ‘genius’ of England could be revealed through the creation of
gardens and landscapes, or even by inventing them in England. Jacques’s subtitle is ‘Court and Country’,
both essential characteristics of English political culture, very different from places made in Italy, France
or Holland. (James I had urged his nobles to return and live on their country estates, while Louis XIV
wanted them on hand at Versailles.)  And the impact of those two constituencies of court and country
also contended with ancient and modern traditions of husbandry, and how they sought to marry those
endeavours with a Baconian empiricism and scientific rigour of enquiry.

Good as this book is, one suspects that the lure of documentation – including the marvellous 
assemblage of images – has frustrated further explorations of how this garden history has been written
about – not only during that particular century, as its forms and styles evolved, but also as we need to
see it today. Jacques’s first chapter on the ‘Formal Garden as a Topic’ surveys what had been written by
the end of the 19th and the start of the 20th centuries, and it ends with a very brief section on the 
current state of the “writing of garden history”. Yet there has surely been more than a “cursory treatment
of English garden design” over these critical years, during which so much changed in the design of
courtly, country, and urban gardens. 

But Jacques’s book brings a new, 
heavily documented and informed 
treatment to a topic that, as he ends by
acknowledging, “recognizes the 
contribution” of many disciplines to its
expanded field of enquiry. 

John Dixon Hunt
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The Grange, Hurstbourne Priors by
Jan Griffier, the Younger, 1748. 
The Cascade seen on the left was
probably designed by Thomas
Archer in the 1710s.
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Books 3
Scores of books have been published to mark the tercentenary of the birth of Lancelot
‘Capability’ Brown. Here are four of them, each written from a distinctive standpoint.
And more to follow in Historic Gardens Review.

A Brush with Brown: The Landscapes of ‘Capability’ Brown by Tim Scott Bolton.
The Dovecote Press. 136 pages. £30.00. ISBN 978-0-9929151-3-1.

This is a jaunty romp through those Brown landscapes which are,
more or less, still intact. The author is a personable guide who is
evidently as comfortable in these stately grounds as he is at home
on his farm. He has pithy and witty observations about their genesis,
and in some cases their decline. 

It is also an account of the way a well-respected landscape 
artist goes about the task of selecting scenes worthy of being
painted, and this remarkable record of the appearance of 43 Brown
landscapes 250 years after their inception may be as important in
another quarter millennium as Thomas Hearne’s are to historians
of 18th-century landscapes today. Indeed, some features he has 
recently painted have already been lost. 

Here is the rub: by selecting viewpoints with the eye of a painter Scott Bolton has found what are,
undoubtedly, ‘picturesque’ scenes in landscapes which can fairly claim to be, as Uvedale Price would
have it, ‘bare and bald’. That may be a puzzle for future generations, but his paintings are a delight for
us and will be for them.

Capability Brown And His Landscape Gardens by Sarah Rutherford.
National Trust. 192 pages. £20.00. ISBN 978-1-9098815-4-9.

Sarah Rutherford takes a wide garden historian’s view of Brown, stepping
back from time to time to examine the work of some of his collaborators
and competitors. With a good selection of illustrations, and suggestions for
landscapes to visit, it is an ideal guide for the would-be Brown enthusiast.
She successfully explains the context in which he worked and makes no
bones about regarding him as an artist, albeit one whose hand is often 
invisible to the casual observer. 

As with all these four books, the author offers no satisfactory critique of
the aesthetics of Brownian landscapes, something which seems to have 
become rather a taboo in this year of celebration. Commentators have 
generally fallen back on the hyperbole of 18th-century compliments as if

they provided an objective view. 
It is questionable whether Brown’s style should ever be regarded as being ‘radical’, as Rutherford 

suggests. Nevertheless, she does put her finger on many of the reasons why he was so successful, and
these range from technical skill in land and water management to an eye for the aspirations of others,
particularly when they were aligned with his own.

Continued on following page.
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Books 4
Moving Heaven & Earth: Capability Brown’s Gift of Landscape by
Steffie Shields.
Unicorn. 287 pages. £30.00. ISBN 978-1-910787-15-1.

As both writer and photographer Shields has a passion for Brown’s
landscapes. And, as always with the passionate, in an English landscape
with many players, she has eyes only for ‘him’. She does not dwell on
the general history of his time but concentrates on the nature of the
man and his talents, painting a portrait of a practical man, not a man
in a love affair with Nature but one who had a contract with that
Dame, ‘to correct and mend and enlarge’ her works. 

Shields leaves us with a greater flavour of the earth and mud on
Brown’s boots than some of the more clinical biographies, emphasising
his engineering and management skills and his abiding interest in

plants. She adds to the usefulness of her excellent photographs by marking them up with red arrows to
show places where Brown had planted to conceal or to punctuate the scene, thus avoiding a guessing
game for readers as to what he had done.

Lancelot Brown and the Capability Men: Landscape Revolution in 
Eighteenth-century England by David Brown and Tom Williamson. 
Reaktion Books. 270 pages. £30.00. ISBN 978-1-78023-644-5.

David Brown and Tom Williamson are both eminent landscape historians, so
their preoccupation is not with how the countryside looks, but with the social
and economic drivers behind its changing face. There was never a more dramatic
change in the English landscape than that which took place in the 18th century.
Enclosures brought hedges and ditches to open fields, common land was
commandeered for private estates, agriculture became an honourable pursuit
for the nobility, and Britain’s growing empire and industrial supremacy provided
the cash for grand schemes of ‘improvement’. 
This is a portrait of Brown the entrepreneur, someone who could deal effectively with the jigsaw of

problems that are thrown up in a period of such rapid change. The authors question whether Brown 
really invented the landscape style with which he is associated, while recognising his mastery of technique
in dealing with ‘difficult’ sites. Some measure of that can be seen at Scampston and Coombe Abbey,
both incredibly dull landscapes before his improvements, or at Blenheim where Vanbrugh made a bit of
a hash in the way he cast his monumental bridge over the River Glyme. 
The ‘Capability Men’ in the title refers to the small army of lieutenants and others skilled in a dozen

different disciplines who translated Brown’s strategic vision into the lakes, plantations, clumps and
shrubberies on which his reputation largely depends. The authors successfully identify the importance of
these men to the success of Brown’s career but they remain for the most part a shadowy lot, largely through
lack of evidence. In a parting shot, we are reminded that “the designs of the Capability Men were the
product of a specific constellation of social and economic circumstances, which has passed for ever.”

At the end of Brown’s tercentenary year one might have thought that all the books that can be written
about the great man have been written. Not so. To what extent did his approach to design, as expressed
in the plans drawn for him, change and adapt over his long career? Could it be that his greatest artistic
talent lay not in the making of landscapes but in his architecture? Let us hope that we do not have to
wait another 300 years for those questions to be answered. 

Min Wood
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Books 5
The Community Gardening Handbook: Plant & Grow Together by Ben Raskin. Leaping Hare Press
(in association with Big Dig and the Soil Association). 144 pages. £9.99. ISBN 978-1-78240-449-1.
Grow: A Family Guide to Growing Fruit & Veg by Ben Raskin. Leaping Hare Press (in association
with the Soil Association). 48 pages. £9.99. ISBN 978-1-78240-451-4.

It is useful every now and then to remind ourselves that the long history of gardens hasn’t solely come
about because of a social élite’s love of imitating fine art in their environment, or because of their 
passion for reflecting their travels across the world in their own homes, or because of their desire to state
their power or political beliefs in the shaping of their landscapes. Rather, much of the many centuries of
garden history has grown through the love (or necessity) of more common folk for growing plants and
getting their hands dirty. This simple earthiness is very much the timeless ethos behind Grow: A Family
Guide to Growing Fruit & Veg, and The Community Gardening Handbook, whose author, Ben Raskin,
is Head of Horticulture at the UK’s organic food and farming charity, the Soil Association.

Both books are beautifully produced and designed to look accessible and practical, which is a 
welcome relief from the often rather nauseatingly romanticised look of some gardening books, and
makes it clear from the start that these have an expert no-nonsense approach. 

The Community Gardening Handbook offers a sensible list of fruit and vegetables that can be grown,
with achievable instructions and clear reasons for the motivation behind growing each one. Although
friendly in tone, the author is refreshingly free from gush: “Perhaps my favourite soft fruit to eat, the
raspberry, is easy enough to grow but delicate and hard to keep in good condition once picked. This makes
it expensive to buy in supermarkets but perfect for community gardens, where it can be eaten on site.” 
This is not simply a ‘how to garden’ book though. There is also useful guidance on how to set up and

run a community garden, ie one where people garden not in their own private space but as a 
communal initiative in a shared space, with each contributing to the work and the enjoyment. Such 
advice about organisation is backed up by fascinating case studies from across the world.

In Grow, Raskin successfully treads the fine line between fun and educational, giving ‘proper’ 
gardening tips with a flavour of science thrown in, such as when making compost: “Layer the green and
brown stuff as you make the pile so that they are evenly spread. You then just need to turn your 
compost pile every few weeks. This helps to get air into the pile to speed up the composting process. It
also stops your compost from getting too hot – the bacteria that do the composting prefer it cool.”

Raskin is clear, though, that gardening is something to have fun with and not get too worried about:
“Even if you don’t manage to make the best compost in the world, the rotten organic matter will still be
good for your soil and plants. Let your pile sit for a year or so to make sure it is well-matured, and then
spread it onto the soil before planting a hungry crop, such as potatoes or cabbages.”

A bargain at £9.99, Grow is generous in its inclusion of games and stickers (Runner Beans &
Hosepipes is a version of Snakes & Ladders), and is charming in its approach to young readers, perhaps

best described by Tilia Groves, your
reviewer’s 9-year-old assistant: 

“This book is about plants and
gardening. It looks very pretty and
child friendly. The pictures are nice
and have good speech bubbles. 
Usually in books it’s people who are
using the speech bubbles but in this
book the creatures you find in your
garden are speaking!”

Linden Groves
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Books 6
Secret Gardens by Claire Masset.
National Trust. 191 pages. £14.99. 
ISBN 978-1-909881-90-7.
Although all the ‘secret’ gardens in this
book are owned by the National Trust for
England and Wales, do not think that
means you know them all. Claire Masset has

investigated recent acquisitions, such as Bodysgallen in Wales, and gardens hidden in towns, such as
Peckover House in Wisbech; she has even found unfrequented areas in that most-visited of gardens, 
Sissinghurst in Kent. And, if you’re there, why not visit Stoneacre (above), not that far away? It looks 
enchanting – and I’m ashamed to say I had never heard of it.
This most enjoyable book is beautifully written (“surprised-looking” narcissi at Tintinhull, for 

instance) and deftly informative about both the history of the gardens and the plants they contain, while
the photographs are a well-chosen mixture of details and distance shots. Like all the best guide books, it
makes you want to head off immediately to the places it describes. 

Gardens of the Italian Lakes by Steven Desmond with photographs by Marianne Majerus.
Frances Lincoln. 224 pages. £35.00. ISBN 978-0-7112-3630-1.
The publicity flyer accompanying the review copy of this book described the Italian Lakes as “an 
infamously favourite travel destination” – a fairly off-putting formula! Mercifully, the book itself does
the area rather more favours. 
The texts, though on the chatty side, are more literate than the PR made me fear, and the author is

brave about the occasional unsuccessful plantings and lapses in maintenance that are sadly typical of
Italy. (Remember that these places are not all making a living, let alone a profit, from their visitors.) 
The photographs capture the romantic qualities of the gardens themselves as well as their impressive

natural surroundings in the foothills of the Italian Alps – and there are occasional jolly archive images.

And if you’re in garden-visiting mood, don’t forget those indispensable guides, where your (not very
large) entrance fee goes to support various good causes:
The Garden Visitor’s Handbook 2017. (Constable. 744 pages. £12.99. ISBN 978-1-4721-2679-5.)
Still with a yellow cover, this is the much-loved Yellow Book’s reincarnation for the 90th anniversary of
the National Gardens Scheme, which raises millions of pounds every year for charity and allows the
public to visit gardens they might otherwise never see and be inspired by them. It covers England and
Wales; for Scotland you need another (shade of ) Yellow Book, Scotland’s Gardens Open for Charity
2017. (Scotland’s Gardens. 306 pages. £5.00. ISBN 978-0-90154-932-7.) One of the most interesting
gardens open here is the late Michael Wickenden’s Cally Gardens (see page 16 of this Newsletter).
Belgium also has a scheme whereby private gardens open for charity and also offers a book Jardins 
Ouverts de Belgique – Agenda 2017. The gardens look even more tempting than those nearer home but
the scheme works differently from the British ones and, to find out how, the best thing is to log on to
www.jardinsouverts.be for information.
Also on the subject of gardens which open occasionally for charity, don’t forget the new but expanding
French scheme run largely by expat Brits: Open Gardens/Jardins Ouverts. See www.opengardens.eu/

GM
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Books 7
The Factory in a Garden: a History of Corporate Landscapes from the Industrial to the Digital Age by
Helena Chance. Manchester University Press. 266 pages. £75.00. ISBN 978-1-7849-9300-9.

The public perception of Victorian factories is of the ‘dark satanic mills’ of Blake’s poem ‘Jerusalem’,
dark, grim (and grimy) places of unremitting toil. But, from the start of the Industrial Revolution there
were employers who sought to better the lives of their workers by providing leisure space around the 
factories, landscaped grounds, pleasure or vegetable gardens and sports facilities. There were many
strands to this movement. Some employers, such as Robert Owen in New Lanark in Scotland had a
philanthropic, even Utopian, view of enhancing his employees’ lives. Others reasoned that such gardens
would enhance the wellbeing and morale of the workers and promote health in what were, quite 
frequently, factories riddled with industrial diseases cutting short their lives – think Mrs Gaskell’s novel
North and South or Zola’s Germinal. And there were those, particularly in the USA, who were fully
alive to the PR aspects of having their factory surrounded by verdant landscape.
These gardens have not been much studied, so that Helena Chance’s The Factory in a Garden: a 

History of Corporate Landscapes from the Industrial to the Digital Age comes as a welcome addition to
the garden library. Chance covers the period from Robert Owen in the early 19th century to the 
carefully designed office gardens of today but she majors on two sites: Bournville, the landscape and 
village surrounding the Cadbury chocolate factory near Birmingham in the UK, and the National Cash
Register Company’s complex in Dayton, Ohio. 
This is a formidable work of scholarship but it isn’t cheap at £75 and it is not wholly clear at whom it

is aimed, straddling uneasily the worlds of garden history and social or industrial history.
Richard Mawrey

Weeds, Plants and People by John Dwyer, QC. 
PenFolk Publishing. 294 pages. AU$49.95. ISBN 978-0-9586993-7-2.

Shepherd’s Purse and Yorkshire Fog, Treacle Mustard and Toad Rush, Fat Hen and Gold of Pleasure –
pure poetry, but, alas, all weeds and, like villains in old-fashioned Westerns, to be shot on sight. Why do
we so hate, even fear, weeds –weeds in our gardens, weeds on our farms, weeds by our roadsides? And
what is a weed? Is it simply ‘a plant in the wrong place’ or ‘a plant where we don’t want it’? A weed has
to be invasive, though not necessarily harmful in itself, elbowing out the plants we have chosen and
colonising our private spaces. It is ironic that the botanic weed is a tough, aggressive bully of a plant
whereas humans described as ‘weedy’ are weak and contemptible.

Most books on weeds are simply variants on ‘Weeds – how to recognize them and eradicate them’.
But now, a book comes along which puts the case in favour of weeds and shows how interesting and
valuable they are. Weeds, Plants and People starts from the premise that what is or is not a weed is a
matter of human perception. A plant can be a basic foodstuff in one era only to be castigated as a weed in
another. Take Couchgrass (Cynodon dactylon), considered by many as Public Enemy No 2; but it is the
principal pasture grass in India and considered as holy in some Sanskrit texts. And, since you’re asking,
Nutgrass (Cyperus rotundus) is No 1 and was itself once a staple foodstuff and merits its own chapter. 

Weeds, therefore, are not just a horticultural or agricultural issue: they are a psychological issue as
well. John Dwyer is a distinguished Australian Queen’s Counsel and, like all barristers, is well aware that
perception is often more important than fact. He poses the questions stated above and displays formidable

Continued on following page
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Books 8

The Rockefeller Family Gardens: An American Legacy.
Essays by Cynthia Bronson Altman, Todd Forrest and Cassie Banning. Photographs by Larry Lederman.
The Monacelli Press. 200 pages. £45.00. 
ISBN 978-158093-487-9.

The name of John D. Rockefeller, one of the so-called
Robber Barons who built America and made huge 
fortunes in the process, has deep resonance on both
sides of the Atlantic. Like the bankers of Renaissance
Italy, he became a great patron of the arts, as were his
heirs. In sumptuous photographs, this book documents
the progress of the seasons through two gardens:
Kykuit (Dutch for ‘look-out’), perched high above the
Hudson River in the countryside near New York, and
Eyrie, the garden in Maine of Abby Aldrich 
Rockefeller, John D.’s art-collecting daughter-in-law
and the driving force behind MOMA in New York.

Make no mistake, these are gardens on the grandest scale. We are in the world of Edith Wharton and
the Beaux Arts, heavily influenced by European models – but Rockefeller went beyond mere imitation,
often importing historic garden material from across the Atlantic and incorporating it in even more 
impressive schemes. Not his least extravagance was the purchase in 1908 of a collection of dwarf orange
trees, already 200 years old, from an auction in France and their subsequent shipping to Kykuit. 

Collecting continued down the generations, Alexander Liberman’s Above II, acquired by Nelson
Rockefeller, a powerful presence in a copper beech grove and one of many 20th-century pieces that
serve as eye-catchers. 

Quite unlike anything Beatrice Farrand had designed previously, the garden which Abby Aldrich
Rockefeller and her husband commissioned from her integrates European and Asian styles, largely to
provide a setting for the couple’s extensive collection of Asian sculpture. That creates a certain tension,
tellingly captured here: a gold Buddha (above) gazes serenely through a moon gate to survey a typically
European flower planting. 
The short essays are strong on historical detail, sparking interest in further research. But the meat of

this book lies in Lederman’s splendid images. I only wish the historic photographs, sprinkled none too
liberally throughout, had been reproduced on a bigger scale.

Andrew Mikolajski

erudition in answering them, tracing the history of weeds from the stomach contents of ‘bog men’ to the
classifications of the classical world and the views of early modern botanists. Weeds as food, weeds as
medicine and weeds as ornament – all are examined with a wealth of both scientific and literary 
references. The exposition is both forensic and very lucid: learning worn lightly.

Dwyer is not, however, an apostle of ‘anything goes’. He recognizes that many weeds have to be 
controlled, and even eliminated in the case of plants harmful to livestock, but he decries the ‘total war’
on weeds as a war that cannot be won and does not need to be fought as total war in the first place. 
This is a highly intelligent and attitude-challenging book and the easiest way to get it is by contacting
thedwyers@ozemail.com.au

Richard Mawrey
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Books (Practical) 9
Climbing and Rambler Roses by David Austin. 
Garden Art Press. 184 pages. £17.95. ISBN 978-1-87067-365-5.

Rose breeder David Austin has produced a delightful book that
mixes gardening manual, catalogue and history. He is particularly
interesting on how some of the older roses were bred (or accidentally
came about), and agreeably realistic about the way they grow. His
prose can best be described as workmanlike – but who needs fancy
stuff when you have the blissfully evocative names of the older
roses: ‘Amadis’, ‘Blush Bursault’, Madame Sancy de Parabère’,
‘Dentelle de Malines’ and many more?

I was amused by pages 24-25 which juxtapose ‘Gloire de Dijon’ and ‘Madame Alfred Carrière’ (left).
We tried both in our garden and both had to be moved, the former because it was unhappy (it liked its
new site even less and died) and the latter because it flourished too vigorously (it then did even better
and would now fill the whole garden of a modern ‘starter’ home if we didn’t hack it back). Next, we’re
going to plant ‘Etoile de Hollande’ and tell everybody it’s in honour of the last French President.

Build a Better Vegetable Garden by Joyce Russell. 
Frances Lincoln. 192 pages. £16.99. ISBN 978-0-7112-3842-8.
Subtitled ‘30 DIY projects to improve your harvest’, this is a book for people who prefer woodwork to
gardening. Certain of the projects (eg the double compost bin) are estimated to take up to 10 hours to
complete and many of them would cost a good deal more to make than to buy in a shop. Some have a
wonderful Heath Robinson quality (the slug-proof salad trays with their feet in wellington boots) while
others look a bit lethal. The instructions for a drying cabinet has what looked like a hastily-added bubble:
“Warning: Put muslin or kitchen paper on the shelves to absorb any drips from wet fruit. If drips land
on a hot light bulb it can shatter!” You have been warned.

Gardening for Mindfulness by Holly Farrell. 
Mitchell Beazley in association with the RHS. 224 pages. £14.99. ISBN 978-1-78472-274-6.
This is the Royal Horticultural Society trying to be trendy. Gardening in itself is proven to be therapeutic,
without adding extra psycho-babble. One typical paragraph begins “To get as many mindful moments
out of your pond as possible.....” Laughter is also said to be beneficial and there’s lots to giggle at here.

Modern Lawn Care by David Hedges-Gower. 
240 pages. £17.99. Available from www.davidhedges-gower.com/modern-lawn-care-the-book
A self-published book by someone who describes himself as “the UK’s leading lawn expert” – and none
the worse for that. The author takes you through all the stages of starting a lawn and maintaining it
thereafter, and his advice is clear and sensible. Although much of it might well be prefaced by “In an
ideal world....”(along the lines of the old joke about growing asparagus; “First dig a trench three years
ago...”), this is a book mainly aimed at amateurs, with just the odd aside about how sports pitches and
golf greens are treated differently by professional groundsmen. Controversial subjects, such as whether
to water and use chemical fertilizers, are addressed in a nicely balanced way. 
PS In fairness to the RHS, their advice people were very helpful about my recent lawn problems and
identified our woodpecker as the culprit.

GM
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Readers who remember Jennifer Walker’s article about Elizabeth von Arnim in HGR 23 may be 
interested in this (slightly abridged) letter to Jennifer from Elżbieta Bruska in Poland.

Dear Jennifer, 
Thank you very much for such kind words directed at me, the Commune of Dobra Authorities and

especially at Ms. Teresa Dera, Mayor, being a person who deserves appreciation for her remarkable 
initiatives and for the idea of  two monuments to commemorate Elizabeth von Arnim. I am really very
pleased about the Elizabeth von Arnim Society’s interest in all that happens now at the place where
many years ago “everything started" for Elizabeth.

As I read once on the website of the Historic Gardens Foundation, "In a far-away corner of Poland
there lies undiscovered a piece of English literary and garden heritage.” It is worth explaining that the
"undiscovered piece" means the little village of Rzędziny (formerly Nassenheide) and the next one –
Buk – which formed two large estates belong to Henning von Arnim, Elizabeth’s husband. Nowadays
both villages lie in Poland and belong to the Dobra Commune. 

For 50 years after the Second World War, the park of Rzędziny and the von Arnims’ former farm
buildings belonged to state-owned farms. And these 10 hectares with many old trees probably looked
like they did in 1896 when Elizabeth first saw them. Since 2003 this area has been in private hands. The
old alleys were reconstructed and now we can only guess where the hothouse or ice house were located.
Two years ago the owner of the park decided to sell it. He has recently told me that planned common
undertakings with German investors had no chance to be realized.

For now, access to the Park is still open and the owner promised me to discuss with the Mayor about,
for instance, information boards being placed in the park. I am personally dreaming of reconstructing
even a little part of Elizabeth’s Rose Garden.   
This year the Commune of Dobra Authorities is preparing for our 5th Rose Festival and it will be

held on 10th June once again in a former farm from the turn of 19th and early 20th centuries.
I am sending you two photos made last summer – the left-hand one shows the chestnut tree avenue

which once led to the von Arnims’ mansion and the other the old road leading to Rzędziny. As 
Elizabeth wrote, “This is such an out-of-the-way corner of the world that it requires quite unusual 
energy to get here at all.”

With very best wishes,
Elżbieta.

If you Remember...
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And Finally...
Planting a memorial tree for Brain Creasey at 
The Gardens of Easton Lodge.

The restoration of the Gardens of Easton Lodge, near Great 
Dunmow, Essex, started in 1971 when Brian and Diana Creasey
moved into the mansion’s remaining west wing, former home of
Daisy, Countess of Warwick. Exploring the surrounding grounds,
their four young children discovered an overgrown, 
forgotten garden, created for the Countess in 1902 by the great
Edwardian designer Harold Peto. This included a formal Ham

and York stone balustraded pool, a yew tree walk, Japanese Gardens and a thatched tree house – the 
latter currently being reconstructed. After many years spent restoring these gardens and opening them
to the public, Brian and Diana retired to Somerset. 

Sadly, Brian, one of the first subscribers to Historic Gardens Review, died in 2016 but the many years
of tireless restoration he undertook at Easton Lodge were marked last March when a Himalayan Birch
was planted in his memory by Liz McCabe, a volunteer at the gardens since the early 1990s. It is sited
near to the former Japanese Gardens, where more fragments of the lay-out were discovered earlier this
year, comprising a water head and rill. Restoration of this Grade II registered site continues under the 
management of The Gardens of Easton Lodge Preservation Trust, most recently bringing the walled
kitchen gardens back to life and continuing to open to the public. Brian would have been delighted.

Imogen Magnus

MICHAEL WICKENDEN (1955-2016) – AN APPRECIATION 

Gardeners and garden historians alike were saddened to learn of the sudden illness and untimely death
last October of Michael Wickenden, owner of Cally Gardens in Kircudbrightshire, Scotland, while on a
plant hunting expedition in the north of Myanmar. Readers are most likely to have known Michael
from visiting his nursery garden in Gatehouse of Fleet, or from having purchased plants from his annual
plant lists. (The cover of one, with a lino cut by Clare Melinsky, is pictured below.) Rather than relying on
others, Michael took pride in collecting and propagating his own plant material, as a result of which he
was able to supply a range of rare and interesting plants not found in other, more commercial, catalogues. 

Michael drew his inspiration from having worked in William Robinson’s garden at Gravetye Manor,
in the Cambridge Botanic Garden, and at Mount Stewart in Northern Ireland, before setting up his
own nursery business beside Strangford Lough in the 1970s. It was in 1985 that he made his move to
Cally and its three-acre (1.2ha)18th-century walled garden, which
he turned into a magical space, full of colour and fragrance – a
plantsman’s paradise. 

A man of strong views on the subject of plant collectors’ rights
and an opponent of moves towards the patenting of plants, Michael
will be remembered by those who knew him as a consummate
plantsman, a passionate gardener and a fine photographer who was
always ready to share his knowledge and give advice. He was an 
inspiration to others, including many overseas students who came to
work in the garden under his supervision over the years, and will be
sorely missed.   

Christopher Dingwall


