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CHAIRMAN’S LETTER
irst of all I would very much like to thank our President
Lord Fairhaven and Lady Fairhaven for kindly permitting
us to hold our Social Evening at their home at Kirtling
Tower. After somewhat inclement weather the sun came out
on time and gave a warm and a soft evening light over their
garden. Nearly one hundred members and their friends were
able to attend and were taken round the various separate
gardens which have grown up since our earlier visit. The moat
looked superb and enclosures are now established and one
longs to see the arboretum which was promised at a future
visit. This event raised over £1,000 for our main project at
Ramsey Abbey Walled Kitchen Garden.
I would also like to thank Lord and Lady De Ramsey who
also agreed to open their fine garden at Abbots Ripton under
the National Garden Scheme and who gave the money raised
by the sale of teas and cakes to the same project. That
afternoon was possibly the hottest of the summer and visitors
very much appreciated sitting in the shade by the river that
runs through the garden.
Both these events have allowed us to make good progress
towards funds for our main project. Recently we heard from
the County Council who own the Walled Kitchen Garden site
that a structural survey had been carried out and several
problems had now arisen causing more delays. As we have
been working towards this goal for several years, we have
become used to the fact that anything you try to achieve in
Ramsey takes an incredible time to resolve. But thanks to Lord
De Ramsey’s intervention the County Council for the first time
in five years, all of a sudden went into top gear and a meeting
was held recently at which the County Council agreed that
they could now give a lease to the Ramsey Abbey Walled
Kitchen Garden Trust, as Ramsey Abbey School had no
objections to such a lease and access.
A long wrangle had not yet been resolved as to who was
responsible for the repairs and upkeep of the walls. The
outcome of this delay was that the County Council will carry
out such repairs as recommended by their structural report
and be responsible in the future for any repairs to the walls.
This will mean that until this work is completed the RAWKG
Trust will not be able to carry out any further clearance and
planting within an agreed distance from the boundary walls.
But it will allow the new access from the Ramsey Rural
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Museum, the planting and the erection of the apple tunnel to
be carried out with the help of a grant from the Local Heritage
Initiative. We all now wait for the lease to come from the
County Council.
This gives me an opportunity now to thank every member
of the Trust, Members of the RAWKG Trust, Local Councillors,
Rustons and Lloyd our Solicitors, The Ramsey Rural Museum
Committee, The Governors and Head Person and members of
Staff of Ramsey Abbey School, The Dove House Trust, Members
of Ramsey Horticultural Society, students of Milton
Horticultural College, employers of Cambridgeshire County
Council and the District Council of Huntingdon, The English
Garden Magazine, BBC Local Radio, and The Cambridge News
in fact to all who have encouraged and helped us in various
ways. I often mention that teamwork can achieve more than a
single person can and here a partnership has been established
where every one is so proud to be involved in establishing one
of the most exciting voluntary projects in the county.
Supporting all this work in the background is the large
amount which has been raised by members coming on visits
which have been arranged this year. We have ventured once
again into Bedfordshire, a county not renowned for many fine
gardens, and on a fine sunny afternoon were shown over the
garden and house at Southill Park by Mr and Mrs Sam
Whitbread. Later we revisited the Prebendal Manor at
Nassington on Northamptonshire/ Cambridgeshire border and
to Kelmarsh to the west of Kettering along the A14. We were
able to admire Mr and Mrs Paul’s crinckle-crankle walled
kitchen garden at Parham in Suffolk where fruit and
vegetables were all growing at an incredible pace. Roses were
not forgotten and many members enjoyed the leisurely visit to
Mr and Mrs Parker’s garden at Kingston where the roses had
grown through shrubs and trees with trusses reflecting into
the moat. Sadly our visit to Waresley Park was somewhat
marred by rain and we had to scurry across the new thirties
garden, in place of the original house, which overlooked the
park laid out by Repton. Many thanks for all your support, let
us hope that next year we can interest you in more visits.
Our research has continued, Richard Ayres has found great
pleasure in looking at the early photographs of the students at
Bottisham Village College working in the grounds and looking
after the pigs and rabbits. Jill Cremer and myself have spent a

considerable amount of time researching the history of the
park and garden at Diddington Hall with the help of the
owner. Jane Brown has had to alter one or two paragraphs in
her’s and Audrey Osborne’s article for the Garden History
Journal about Pleasure Gardens in West Cambridge. Sadly
Audrey Osborne has decided to resign from the Trust, but we
have received a grant from the Goodliff Trust to help us
publish a history of the nursery firm Wood and Ingram, and
we continue with our research to tie up loose ends. We have
written and thanked her for all her support researching not
only this nursery but also for the work she did for the
Gazetteer.
We are proud also to announce that we have now sold all
our 1,000 copies of the Gazetteer. However your committee are

contemplating a follow up publication to include new sites
and existing sites where more is known. So if you consider a
site is worthy of inclusion please do let us know.
Once again I plead with you to try and find new members
to swell our ranks. Although our finances are reasonable at
this moment of time, the cost of such a publication eats deeply
into our membership income. We do wish to continue with
the standard of the newsletter.
Finally I wish to thank everyone on our management
committee, it was a pleasure to have one meeting this year
when everyone was able to attend.
John Drake
Chairman

A VISIT AND TOUR OF THE GARDEN AT
KINGSTON MOAT HOUSE, 10th JUNE 2003
ingston Moat House or ‘Queens’ Library Farm’, as it was
once known, is built on boulder clay occupying the SE lip
of a broad valley. It is probably the site of the manor of
Kingston St George. The 15th century house of two storeys,
framed and plastered, with some brick underbuilding and
with a tiled roof, stands on a moated site. Originally a late
mediaeval hall-house, a chimney was added in the mid 17th
century.
It appears to have been acquired by Queens’ College in
1734, either through benefaction or the result of purchase.
With greater productivity resulting from improved
agricultural methods in the 18th century, new purchases
offered some attraction. Benefactions were often for specific
purposes: the gift or purchase of lands produced income to
support fellowships or for new buildings. I have found no
record, but this house and its lands appear to have been
allocated towards the upkeep of the College Library.
Our visit was another of John Drake’s happenings:
historical, horticultural and hilarious. Edmund Parker, one of
our members and owner of the house since 1975, conducted
the tour of his garden with a light amusing touch. The garden,
he explained, was in part a work of nature based on his
philosophy of ‘slash and chop’.
A much reduced walnut tree occupied a central position in
the clearing between the house and the moat, but the
presence of a seventeen year-old sheep and the twenty year old
geese suggests that his philosophy did not extend beyond
plants.
The moat, some 25-30 feet wide and 11⁄2–5 feet deep, is wet
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on its SE and SW sides and the Western angle has been altered
to form a pond. Outside the NW side is a bank of 40’ wide and
4’ high which seems to be partly natural. The land on NE and
NW of the moat is used as gardens. Edmund’s enthusiasm for
vegetables was appreciated. Using only a cold frame, he
practises a rotation of peas and beans, brassicas and roots.
There were French beans grown up strings to his greenhouse
and the regimental discipline of the splendid kitchen-garden
was in direct contrast to the free-flowing flowering of the
borders elsewhere.
The indigenous elms, which had been lost in the later
1970s, had been replaced predominantly by ash trees. An area,
‘the Wilderness’, had its view exposed by uprooting a beech
hedge, although allowing two young specimens and a copper
beech to remain. Shrub roses, clematis and trailing buddleia
are allowed to ramble and intertwine with bushes and trees,
creating a natural ambience. Here is a listed house and garden
with Edmund needing permission ‘even to dig a hole’, but his
vigorous approach to plants ensures a structure and a degree
of ordered control.
At the conclusion of this most successful visit, Edmund
told us a charming and salacious story of the rose rambling
across the porch: Lady Hillingdon “who hangs her head in
shame”. Maybe, but Edmund has no excuse to hang his head.
We offer him our warmest thanks for this visit to a most
unexpected corner of the county and for his revelation of its
rural, natural and historic charm.
Charles Malyon

PARHAM HALL VISIT
n Thursday, 31st July, members and friends made their
various ways towards east Suffolk, the weather being
perfect for an outing in that attractive county. The
meeting place was Parham Hall at three o’clock in the
afternoon. Before that most people had taken the opportunity
to visit one or other of the rather good nurseries in that area.
Several of us chose to wander around Wootten’s Nursery at
Wenhaston. Fortunately it’s location was known to one of our
party otherwise I doubt whether I would have found it – the
sign to the Star Inn is a guide! What a pleasure it is to browse
in a real plantsman’s nursery. Among the hundreds of
pelargoniums the keen eye of Daphne Pearce spotted one she
felt sure her daughter was unlikely to have – a triumphant gift
from Suffolk was purchased.
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There was ample time for a pub lunch before proceeding to
Parham Hall where we were warmly welcomed by Mr and Mrs
Paul. We gathered on a terrace to the front of the house for an
introductory talk by Mr Paul who explained that the present
house was the surviving portion of a much larger building
which had extended well beyond the terrace. In the present
layout you tend to slip in sideways and only get to see the
beauty of the trees, countryside vistas etc. when you pass
beyond the house and the grounds open up to left and right.
Not far to the left is the entrance to the walled garden with
its special feature of crinkle-crankle wall (serpentine walls). It
was good to see such a feature so well restored. Apparently the
non-walled end giving a view to the wood in the distance was
always so, with a pond, still there, as an important source and
easy access for water.

The rest of the enclosed area has great charm set off by a
metal tunnel supporting vines and a central rose-trellised seat
surrounded by four gently planted flower-beds. This proved to
be a most welcome spot of contemplation for some of us
during a very hot afternoon. The planting of the fruit and
vegetables is done with knowledge and purpose. Mr Paul is
tutor to students of Ottley Horticultural College nearby and
students learn garden techniques on their regular visits. One
noticed Mr Paul’s commentary throughout the afternoon was
most instructive. The west facing wall is planted with plums,
pears and apples, and the east facing walls has pumpkins,
marrows and courgettes. Along the north, south facing wall is
a glasshouse, filled with varieties of tomatoes and peppers.
The southern area of the garden is planted as an orchard
mainly with apple varieties. Mrs Paul has been very successful
in raising tall blue echiums, which are a feature of Tresco
Garden on the Scilly Isles off the coast of Cornwall.
In a small courtyard the other side of glasshouse was one
of the main attractions of the tour – a traditional potting shed

in full use. Mrs Paul apologised for the untidiness but was met
with a chorus of ‘oh no just as it should be!’ Close by the
potting shed was another little preserved building, a sunken
melon house – with fruiting melons and cucumbers all
growing well in the humid atmosphere. Immediately to the
west of the courtyard was another walled enclosure, recently
designed as a formal potager by Mrs Paul filled with herbs
enjoying the heat of the afternoon. Ever practical, Mr Paul
emphasised the importance of allowing for adequate drainage
to keep paths dry and he explained how this had been
achieved at minimum cost.
A gentle stroll past a fine persimmon tree took us back to
the house where our hosts provided a sumptuous tea. Their
generous hospitality, their extensive knowledge of plants and
cultivation, and their willingness to share their enthusiasms
with us made this a particularly enjoyable and rewarding
visit.
Jill Cremer

DIDDINGTON PARK
arlier this year I met Mr Edmund Thornhill (the present
owner of Diddington Park) to discuss the possibility for a
visit for members of the Trust to see what remained of
what was once a fine garden. At our meeting I had brought
copies of James Wood’s 18th century accounts showing orders
for trees for Esq. Thornhill at Diddington and one of the
recently discovered 20th century ledgers of the firm of Wood
and Ingram listing extensive orders for the same
site.
We sat in a large barn in a farmyard to the west
of the Park amongst tractors and silos, and for
some time poured over these orders spanning
three centuries. Mr Thornhill expressed great
interest in our research into the nursery firm of
Wood and Ingram and showed me his extensive
research into his family ancestors and their
estates
in
Huntingdonshire,
Yorkshire,
Northamptonshire and London. By the end of our
meeting Mr Thornhill’s enthusiasm for his family
was very apparent as was his interest in finding
out more about the Park and Gardens at
Diddington. It was proposed that the Trust would
continue its research and produce a document
tracing the development of the Park and Garden
at Diddington which would compliment the
Thornhill family tree.
At this meeting we noted that Esq Thornhill in
1767 ordered trees to be planted at both
Diddington and Cross Hall, and a certain Mr Shaw
also ordered plants and gardening requisites for
Diddington in the 1930s. Whilst neither of us
knew anything about Cross Hall, Mr Thornhill’s
eyes lit up when he saw the name of Mr Shaw and
he was able to tell me that Mr Shaw was the last
head gardener at Diddington and his daughter
Mrs Alice Whitmee still resided in Buckden.
A meeting was arranged so that I could meet
Mrs Whitmee and it was then that I was shown
Mrs Whitmee’s extensive collection of
photographs and drawings of the grounds at
Diddington Hall whilst her father was head
gardener. Mr Thornhill brought copies of his
estate maps and an amazing plan of a long
herbaceous border in the grounds which was
mounted on board. The garden was abandoned in
1962 when the trustees of the family decided to
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pull down the house and abandon the garden. Mrs Whitmee
surprised me at the end of the meeting producing a copy she
had kept for over 60 years of a Wood and Ingram Catalogue.
It was agreed that a further meeting should take place
which enabled Jill Cremer with Mr Thornhill’s help to trace
the members of the family who were involved with
Diddington. The site had been acquired from the Bishop of

Diddington family tree

Lincoln in 1719 and had remained in the ownership of the
same family to the present day. At Mrs Whitmee’s house we
looked through her photographs once again which she had
carefully arranged, together with a resume of her father’s
employment. Mrs Whitmee was able to explain where the
photographs were taken from and explained what they
showed, she was also able to expand on the lengthy orders for
Diddington Park which are recorded in detail during the 1920
–1940 period when 8 gardeners were employed. So not only
were we able to interpret the photographs with great accuracy
but we were able to find out why the 20th century orders were
so extensive – labels, pots, canes, tissue paper (for wrapping
fruit for storage), chemicals etc., etc., which were obviously
essential for the smooth production of vegetables, fruit and
bedding plants.
With this background at our fingertips we embarked on
producing as much visual information as possible about the
site for our visit in August. Mr Thornhill agreed to bring his
maps, his 15 feet long family tree and photographs. Mrs
Whitmee brought her photograph albums. Jill Cremer
brought her typed family tree of the Thornhills connected
with Diddington and typed copies of the 20th century Wood
and Ingram orders. We also brought copies of the 18th century
James Wood orders for Esquire Thornhill, and further 20th
century orders. These were displayed in the church for all to
see. I recall that Mr Thornhill’s family tree was laid across the
altar, such was its length. The whole display was
complimented by 1760 maps of Huntingdonshire and the 1st
Ed O.S. Maps of 1888, and references from the Thornhill
Papers now in the Huntingdon Record Office.
The Trust had invited Mrs Fiona Cowell of the Essex
Gardens Trust to come as she is involved in recording the work
of Richard Wood, a garden landscaper who had met with a
member of the Thornhill family in Yorkshire and was to advise
at Diddington c.1780. ‘In October 1768 Richard Woods referred to his
man being at Mr Thornhill’s near Buckden in Huntingdonshire. It
seems likely from this that he had undertaken work for Thomas
Thornhill at Diddington Hall, but the exact nature of the commission
has been impossible to determine. It may be relevant that the main
Thornhill estates were at Fixby in Yorkshire, and John Spencer of
Cannon Hall mentions in November 1765 (when Woods had just
finished his improvements) that “Mr Thornhill of Fixby dined with
him”’ (Fiona Cowell, Garden History Journal Spring 1987 Vol 15
No 1). (Richard Wood who also worked at Shudy Camps Park in
Cambridgeshire is not to be confused with the nursery firm of
James Wood.)
Mr Thornhill invited his uncle and aunt to attend. They
had both known Diddington Hall in its more splendid days.
Mrs Whitmee had earlier mentioned that the herbaceous
border had been designed by Captain Vernon Daniels, who
lived in the village of Moulton near Newmarket, and I had
contacted the Suffolk Gardens Trust for their help which also
proved of interest.
Having written, at a somewhat breakneck speed, about the
research we carried out, I will now describe the site and what
remains today, inserting research data as I go along. Those
members who attended will obviously know what I am talking
about, but please have patience for those who were unable to
attend.
Diddington Park and Gardens, OS 195660 (CGT Gazetteer
25.3, p 133) is situated to the east of the A1, 2 miles south of
the village of Buckden. From the A1 drivers can see an isolated
church with its brick tower situated in a park surrounded by
fine deciduous trees of considerable size. The church stands
on a rise in the landscape and there is a Victorian lodge at the
north west corner of the park adjacent to the A1. The main
entrance to the park is via the south lodge which is reached
from the cul-de-sac from the A1 which serves the scattered
small estate village of Diddington. The south lodge entrance
to the park serves also as access to the church – still used for
services – and the grand entrance to the house and grounds.

Upon entering the park from the south one passes the
arched brick entrance to the stable block (still standing) to the
east and then driving further towards the church the vista
opens out towards the remaining garden walls and gates to
the hall (now demolished). This view is now framed by
majestic plane trees. A gap appears above the gateway where
the hall once stood. If you drive further towards the church
and alight you can then appreciate the extensive parkland
falling away to the north of the church. In winter when the
trees have lost their leaves you can see Stirtloe House and Park
(CGT Gazetteer 25.4, p133).
Diddington Hall was possibly built soon after the
Thornhill’s obtained the site in 1719 as the family paid money
to the Bishops of Lincoln amounting to £34. 8s 6d in July 1720.
The records in the Estate Administration Book 1719 –1926 are
somewhat confusing regarding the cost of bricks for the Hall,
as often the cost of bricks for Cross Hall seem to take
preference. In September 1720 building Cross Hall – the
‘Bricklayer was paid £1 7s.0d’ and ‘James Sparrow supplied
10,000 bricks for £10 15s.0d’. (Cross Hall was to be found to
the north of St Neots where the A1 crosses the road to
Kimbolton. The estate consisted of 140 acres. It was sold in
1936 and no longer exists. The location of Cross Hall is shown
on Thomas Jeffrey’s Map of The County of Huntingdon
surveyed in 1768.)
But in 1720 a Mr Brazier was ‘allowed 10s 0d for keeping
the garden clean for half a year up to Michaelmas’. ‘For
picking up the rooks in the woods’ he was paid 3s 0d.
Mr Brazier was kept on for keeping the garden clean for the
next 6 years.
In 1723 there is an entry ‘for the price of 20 oak trees to be
cut down for my own use – 1s 0d to 11s 0d a tree’, – this
suggests the possibility there were already oaks growing and
the timber was urgently needed for the construction of the
house at Diddington.
There are 10 orders for Esq. Thornhill in James Wood’s
accounts between 1760 and 1780. Some are straightforward
orders for hundreds of Quick whereas others list in detail the
number of trees required and their price:–
In February 1769 James Wood supplied 1,000 Small Elms at
12s 0d per hundred for £6 0s 0d.
In December 1769 James Wood supplied 200 English Elms
for £5 0s 0d, 5,000 Quicks in February, 1,000 Quicks in March
for 5s 0d ( carriage 1s 0d, to make good the trees 1s 0d) 1,100
asparagus £1 2s 0d.
In March 1770 James Wood supplied 150 laurels at 3d each
£1 17s 6d, 50 Larch at 6d each for £1 5s 0d, 2 Bushel of
potatoes for 3s 0d, and in April the same year 100 Laurels for
£1 5s 0d, 10 Phillyreas for 2s 6d, 6 Guilder Roses for 1s 6d and
6 Weeping Willows for 2s 0d.
By the time of the Enclosure awards in 1799 Mr Thornhill
had some 120 acres at Diddington and some 330 acres to the
east of the River Ouse.
The Account Book notes in 1812 that Bricks were still being
taken from Mr G Thornhill’s field. I understand that there
were brick kilns still remaining in the vicinity of Buckden
during the last century. The use of bricks for the main
buildings at Buckden Towers and the church at Diddington
supports such a proposition.
In February 1814 James Wood received from George
Thornhill Esq the sum of £5,000, the particular note in the
Thornhill Papers only states that £3,000 was in cash and
£2,000 was in cash on demand. To date we have found no
record of what this sum was paid for. However in the
Manchester Papers (HRO M/11/20) James Wood was paid
regularly for supplying Quicks, fir and other trees, upto the
end of the 18th century for the Duke of Manchester, but
nowhere is there a recorded payment of such a large amount.
There is a possibility that by 1814 George Thornhill had
commenced extensive planting in the park and the pleasure
grounds around the house, continuing to spend generously
over the coming years.

Looking at the 1859 map of the ‘Parish of Diddington and
Property belonging to George Thornhill Esq in the parishes of
Buckden and Southoe’ (Cambridge University Library Maps
bb.66.93.30) one can pick out the densely planted park of 61
acres around the church and Hall. The park boundaries are
densely planted with serpentine outlines into the park and
the drive through the Park passes through clumps of trees.
The Stable Block is clearly shown but at this time no double
walled kitchen garden is marked. The walk to the pond near
the village street is shown also the head gardener’s residence
(now the estate office) to the south of the gardens. Also of
interest are fields to the west of the parish near Diddington
Wood noted as The Warden and Scholars of Merton College
Oxford.
By 1884 the ground and gardens are thought sufficiently
magnificent to be recorded in a lengthy article in the Journal
of Horticulture and Cottage Gardener in their August 7th
edition. This article is useful as it contains approximate
heights of the main trees at that date. Thuja gigantica, 30ft
high, Thuja elegantissima and Thuja aurea are noted as thriving
examples of interest to be found at nearly every step. I include
part of this article which states:-

DIDDINGTON HALL
‘Diddington, the residence of A.J.Thornhill, Esq., M.P., is a quaint oldfashioned country house, and has been in possession of the Thornhills
for many centuries – a family noted in the locality for maintaining the
reputation and character of the “fine old English gentleman”; in its
dealing with the tenantry and dependants, and cherishing a friendly
and charitable feeling towards those upon the attached estates, none
excels the unostentatious proprietor.
There are several examples of Platanus occidentalis in the grounds,
one here is 100 feet high, and measures round the trunk at 3 feet from
the ground 13 feet. Sequoia sempervirens, which is so often injured by
frost, few good specimens being seen anywhere, is here fully 40 feet, and
feathered to the ground . . . we must not omit to mention a large Plane

(Platanus occidentalis) 22 yards through the spread of its head. Perhaps
the finest specimen of all is a Weeping Lime (Tilia europa pendula),
which has attained a height of 40 feet and 33 feet through. Its effect is
very fine, its branches sweeping the grass, and the bold dense foliage
and silvery appearance is distinct and effective.
In the shrubberies there is a great variety both of trees and shrubs.
Conspicuous were Colutea arborescens, Viburnum opulus, Rhus typhina
and Hibiscus syraicus. Garrya elliptica forms a fine bush fully 6 feet
high and already showing its catkins in hundreds. Tamarix seems to
thrive here as well as it does on the sea coast and there is a specimen of
the Allspice tree (Calycanthus floridus). There are on the lawn in this
part thriving specimens of Cedar – Cedrus libani and atlantica.
The ground here is white. Everyone knows Rhododendrons will not
thrive in these formations devoid of a peaty surface. Some say they will
not grow on limestone formations. At Diddington there is a large bed
of hybrid Rhododendrons planted in sawdust 3 feet deep, and they
thrive amazingly. They make shoots several inches long in a season and
flower splendidly. They have been in this material three years, and
improve every year. There are also clumps in the ordinary soil, and they
dwindle. This brings me to the flower garden, and at some distance
from it is a broad or promenade walk, with standard Roses in circles,
with trial bedding plants. There is a fine example of a Weeping Beech,
and many others too numerous to be named. The Araucaria imbricata
is fully 30 feet high and 21 feet across the branches.
On the other side of the pond is what is termed the village walk, a
continuation of the walk across the pleasure grounds only severed by the
pond. This walk is terminated by the summer house, and on each side
on the grass are pairs of conifers – Picea nobilis glauca, Cupressus
Lawsoniana gracilis, Picea lasiocarpa, Picea magnifica, Wellingtonia
gigantea, Abies orientalis etc. This walk is terminated by a procumbent
Oak, broken in the middle by the pond, yet not directly as it is somewhat
out of the direct line.’
The article is continued on 21st August 1884 with an extensive
description of the kitchen garden:–
‘Peaches are carrying full crops, giving proof if it were needed that
Peaches can be profitably grown on open walls in favoured localities.
Vines are grown in low houses or pits. It shows that Vine-growing in

1859 parish map of Diddington – courtesy of Cambridge University Library

Diddington Hall
this country is not nearly so costly nor so difficult as one would have us
imagine. On a plot of ground in front of the Vine pits: Dahlias are
grown – exhibition flowers, which have in former years taken many
prizes at many shows, not only local, but at the Crystal Palace and other
places where competition is keen – and this year an easy first were
awarded to blooms from this establishment at the local (4th August) St
Neots Show, the varieties being John Cocker, Chorister, J.W.Lord,
H.Walton, Peacok, Prince of Denmark, Perfection of Primrose, James
Vick, Mrs Gladstone, Rev Goodday, and Vice-President.’
‘It only remains to state that the Kitchen Garden is well cropped
with produce of the highest quality for present use, with abundance for
successional supply. Onions are good, the Runner Beans , despite the
drought are excellent. Peas have suffered from the prolonged dryness,
and may be considered as over. There is no bare ground and no weeds,
the whole of the grounds and gardens being in excellent order.
This is no show place, but it is one in which there is good gardening,
much praise being due to the gifted gardener, Mr Petfield, who has
presided over work done so thoroughly and well in these gardens for
nearly thirty years with the approbation and esteem of the late and
present proprietor. G. ABBEY ‘
‘P S – I enclose the plan and planting of a carpet bed which forms
part of the flower garden. The whole is very fine, and in spring bedding
is even more gloriously gay than now’ G.A.
The Thornhill’s passion for Dahlias, referred to in this
article is of interest as it makes sense of the content of the
gardener, Mr John Douglas’s, earlier letter of June 16th 1841
(HRO 148/5/239) to Mr Thornhill when he tenders his
resignation and goes on to mention with some urgency “ I
have had no Dahlias from Mr Huntley. I know (he) has got
more of his own, if he does send any, he must buy them in”.
A postscript added to his letter which states “ Since I wrote
the above Mr Newby of Tilbrook has sent a man over with 21
Dahlias. I enquired if they were from Mr Huntley. The man
said no, but perhaps they are the same that you will know Mr
Newby was to send any”.
Within some 30 years of the Parish map of 1859, the First
Edition of the OS Map of Huntingdonshire is published in

Reproduced by kind permission of Mrs A Whitmee
1887. By that date the dense planting around the Park
boundaries is shown more open, either as a result of thinning
or loss of trees. The west boundary is screened from the A1 by
conifers – these are shown fenced in –with more deciduous
planting leading into the park. More conifers are also shown
in small numbers along the northern boundary.
But the Hall surrounded by the pleasure grounds and the
inner and outer walled gardens are all clearly indicated. The
oval paths enclosing the great Italian garden to the east shows
a conifer (yew) in each corner of the layout. The two ponds are
shown – the one nearest the village street has a small island.

Circle planting plan, 1884 Journal of Horticulture and Cottage
Gardener

Rose Walk, Diddington Hall
Glasshouses are indicated in the inner walled garden. The
stable block with its central archway and walled garden
bothies for storage of fruit etc are all shown in solid colour as
is the Hall. The pleasure grounds are shown with extensive
conifers and deciduous trees which were recorded in the 1884
article as mature specimens. The avenue of conifers leading to
the summerhouse is also clearly marked. The 1926 OS Map
2nd Edition of the Park shows little alteration except for the
new South Lodge, and the Italian Garden to the east of the
house is omitted.
By 1926 Noel Thornhill had inherited Diddington from his
uncle Arthur George Thornhill. Mr N Thornhill had employed
Mrs Whitmee’s father Hugh Gladstone Shaw as head gardener

1926 OS map

Reproduced by kind permission of Mrs A Whitmee
on 4th October 1926. Mr Shaw had previously worked for Miss
Alice De Rothschild in the fruit department at Waddesdon
Manor in Buckinghamshire (now National Trust) and also in
the orchid houses for a Dutch Jewish Banker Mr & Mrs
Bischoffshelm who lived at The Warren House, Stanmore,
Middlesex.
Mr Shaw stayed for 29 years as head gardener at
Diddington until he retired in 1955. During his long
employment he was responsible for maintaining the Italian
Garden which required 25,000 annual bedding plants, the
Long Border, and for the production of vegetables and fruit in
both the outer and inner walled gardens. This important role
always required planning 12 months ahead.
Mr Shaw lived in ‘The
Gardener’s’ or Garden House to the
south of the walled gardens. This is
now the estate office today. Mr Shaw
was in charge of eight male staff but
this was increased to ten people
during World War 11 when men
were borrowed from local farmers
for 6p an hour piece meal. Women
were sometimes employed from afar
– ie West Runton, Norfolk and these
would be housed locally in the
village.
During her father’s employment
Mrs Whitmee remembers that the
inner walled garden contained
glasshouses for growing plants to be
displayed in the Hall and the
Church, and for forcing peaches and
nectarines; the vinery was joined to
the peach and nectarine glasshouse.
Another glasshouse was required for
growing grapes, melons and

cucumbers which sometimes required a temperature of 100
degrees necessitating an underground boiler house which
was fed by coke. In the Office, seakale and rhubarb were
forced in the dark, and seeds were stored above them.
The outer walled garden contained 8 large beds and an
extensive asparagus bed, a nuttery (later moved by Mr Shaw),
soft fruit – Black and White Currants, and also Gooseberries.
The walls were all covered by trained fruit trees, and the
gardeners picked over 1,000 peaches and nectarines every
year. If there was surplus fruit, it was taken by cart on
Saturday mornings for sale to a restaurant in St Neots, High
Street.
During the early 1930s Major Vernon Daniels was asked
by Mr Noel Thornhill to help with the planting of the long
herbaceous border which ran along the east facing wall of
the outer walled garden. A planting plan of this layout
survives and is owned by Mr Edmund Thornhill today. Mrs
Whitmee remembers visiting Major Daniels’s house at
Moulton Hall, Moulton near Newmarket. Major Daniels’s
signature in any garden he designed was a specimen of
Juniperus sabina tamariscifolia. He also worked at
Heveningham Hall, Suffolk; Herstmonceaux Castle, Sussex
and Anglesey Abbey, Cambridgeshire where he designed the
herbaceous border for Lord Fairhaven. Several of his plant
orders have been found in Wood and Ingram Account
ledgers, including the order from Mr Noel Thornhill for the
particular Juniper to be planted at Diddington Hall.
Although Mr Shaw must have worked all hours in the
gardens his main passion was to grow superb Sweet Peas. In
1929 Mr Shaw won the cup at the Papworth Flower Show for
his Sweet Peas. His daughter, Mrs Whitmee still has the
photograph of her father receiving his cup at this show from
HRH The Duchess of York, attended by her husband The
Duke of York sitting close by. They had both been invited by
Mr Pendrill Varrier-Jones MA, FRCP (the Tuberculosis
Specialist and Director of the Hospital) to come to Papworth
List of patrons, 1939 Papworth Horticultural Society
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Italian garden, Diddington Hall

Reproduced by kind permission of Mrs A Whitmee

on 23rd July 1929. The Duke of York laid the stone in
connection with the building of a new cabinet-making
workshop and the Duchess of York later presented the prizes
awarded at the Horticultural Show.
In World War II the park was commandeered by the War
Office for locating an extensive hospital, first for Polish
soldiers and later for American soldiers. The hospital sprawled
over the northern part of the park and the concrete drive in
the park today is a reminder of an earlier use.
Mr Noel Thornhill, who had employed Mr Shaw, had
remained a bachelor until in 1955 he married his cousin.
Sadly he died the same year as his marriage leaving no male
heir. Finding no alternative solution the Trustees agreed to

evidence of the Hall it was difficult to see where the garden
and grounds were laid out. We traced the site of the pond near
the hall and wandered through the walled gardens (still
supporting old fruit trees) and the Stable Block. Given more
time I am sure we could have plotted where the house was and
we may have been able to find the paths around the Italian
Garden.
Finally we made our way to the Gardener’s House where we
were kindly entertained to tea by Mr Edmund Thornhill, thus
ending a sunny afternoon reminiscing back across almost
three hundred years of gardening on this site. Luckily Mr
Thornhill had not been able to complete his plans to climb
Mount Kilimanjaro that afternoon so was able to be present

1929 prize giving Papworth Hospital. HRH Duchess of York about to present cup to Mr Shaw – head gardener Diddington Hall
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demolish the Hall and abandon the gardens in 1962. George
Edmund Peter Thornhill inherited Diddington from Noel
Thornhill’s widow in 1970 and his son, the present owner,
inherited in the, millennium year, 2,000. In the church are
fine memorials to the previous owners of Diddington Hall.
During our visit we noticed the great plane trees, the fine
monkey puzzle, the giant redwood and the copper beech all
still there and now guarding the grounds. Without any

and answer many queries. Our thanks to both Mr Thornhill
and Mrs Whitmee who had both helped to make the afternoon
so interesting. Luckily the site of this lost garden is not under
threat as the family have no plans to dispose of it at the
present.
John Drake

SEPTEMBER VISIT TO KELMARSH HALL, NORTHAMPTONSHIRE.

s with most great gardens, there is a moment in time
deemed to be its ‘golden age’, when the personality of
the garden’s creator is indelibly marked on the design.
For Kelmarsh in Northamptonshire (where surviving country
houses seem to outnumber Cambridgeshire’s by 6 to 1) the
second quarter of the 20th century was the estate’s ‘golden
age’. The house and garden’s remarkable survival is thanks to
the Lancaster family, and the ongoing restoration is now
vested in the capable hands of the Kelmarsh Trust, which was
set up in 1996. The creation of the gardens and the decoration
of the house, as we see it today, was masterminded by the
legendary Nancy Lancaster and, to a lesser extent, by her
second husband Colonel Claude Lancaster, whose family
acquired the three and a half thousand acre estate in 1902.
As an interior designed, I was at last making a pilgrimage
to a house that was, if not the birthplace of what is known as
the ‘English Country House’ style, most certainly its nursery!
It was Nancy and her partner John Fowler, with their firm
Colefax & Fowler, who pioneered and developed this still
flourishing vogue. As Mrs Reginald Tree, Nancy first came to
Kelmarsh as a tenant in the late 20’s. Both Ronald, with his
political ambitions, and Nancy, were from rich and
established American families, which may explain why they
wished, and were able, to embrace the life of the influential
and powerful ‘country house set’ of the 20’s and 30’s with
such panache.
As Linda and I sped west from Cambridgeshire we left the
sunshine behind and, although the sky was threatening, there
was no rain. (I personally think that gardens often look better
when it is overcast, as strong sun tends to bleach everything
out.) Driving through a pair of elegant lodges, designed by
James Wyatt, we saw a fine Orangery coming into view across
the parkland, home to a herd of British White Cattle. It is only
after parking your car that, through the trees, you first
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glimpse the main front of this ‘Palladian’ gem, flanked by its
pavilions.
Edward Perry, general manager at Kelmarsh, greeted our
group and proceeded to show us around the main reception
rooms on the ground floor. We passed from the Palladian
magnificence of the double height entrance hall to the
elegant Wyatt Saloon, then to a small library altered for Nancy
in 1928, which we all agreed we would be happy to call our
own! In an adjoining room we viewed the fabulous 18th
century Chinese Wallpaper, imported by Nancy from
Kimberley hall in Norfolk. The Dining Room is another
elegant Wyatt creation with a particularly lovely Axminster
carpet, circa 1830.
After this fascinating tour of the house and our
introduction to its history we met Keith Goodway, one of the
Trustees, who was to be our guide through 18 acres of garden.
From the West Terrace, laid out by Geoffrey Jellico in 1936,
which he flanked with lime alleys, we viewed the West
Meadow, framed by with pink-flowered horse chestnuts. The
lake, crated in 1791, is beyond, and continuing on again there
is a vista which Nancy carved through a bank of woods,
leading the eye to the distant hills crowned with trees. Today
these hills have been cultivated (which, to my eye, spoils the
Elysian feel!) We were joined by the head gardener, Nick
Burton, near the Sunken Garden, an area recreated with
highly scented summer time planting to evoke the pre-war
garden where the Lancasters entertained their guests with
cocktails on balmy summer evenings.
The Kitchen Garden is in an advanced stage of restoration.
The 1906 vinery and potting shed (which received grants from
the Heritage Lottery Fund) make a splendid focal point to this
unique triangular walled area. Our tour then took us around
the outside of the Kitchen Garden, where the tall red brick
wall forms a perfect backdrop for the herbaceous planting.
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Denys, where some of the former occupants of this ancient site been commissioned by Lord & Lady Hereford to re-decorate the
lay. Sadly, the Rose Gardens are suffering from an invasion of faded and fire damaged interiors of Haseley Court, which had
rabbits and, even worse, the terrifying box disease which sadly recently been sold to them by a financially stretched Nancy.
prevails in the whole garden.
The deal was a shrewd one, as the Herefords acquired Haseley,
The Long Border is at present under long-term restoration with Nancy keeping the coach house and the walled garden
to return it to its former glory. It is comforting to see that even for life. Nancy only died ten years ago in 1993 at the grand old
gardens like Kelmarsh suffer from the dreaded ground elder age of 96, so she certainly had a good run for her money!
and bind weed!
One thing I have learnt over the years is that the gardens I
We made our way back to the house for a cup of tea, via the most admire belong to people in their 80s or 90’s, as they have
Oak Walk. In the spring this area has drifts of snowdrops and spent many years of trial and error to achieve the finished
daffodils. Apparently Nancy used to order such vast quantities result. So now I just relax, knowing that by the time I am
of bulbs that the gardeners used to throw many of them away! ninety I too will have finally got it right!
Nancy Lancaster’s legacy lives on at Kelmarsh, and also to a
greater degree at Haseley Court in Oxfordshire, her home
Christopher Vane Percy
from the 1950’s after she and Claude Lancaster were divorced.

THE GREAT PLANE TREE AT THE OLD BISHOP’S PALACE, ELY
ast year this tree was awarded a plaque for being one of
the fifty finest trees growing in the country. The plaque
has at last arrived and Ray Budd, the gardener, proudly
showed me it the other afternoon when I was in the garden
which is now owned by Sue Ryder Care. Why not spend some
time when you are in the city to go and marvel at its size and
canopy? This specimen of Platanus acerifolia in the palace
gardens at Ely is supposed to have been planted by Gunning,
who was Bishop of Ely from 1674/5 until his death in 1684. He
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had previously spent some years at Oxford, and Dr Henry
surmised that the Ely plane was one of the first propagations
from the tree in the Botanic Garden there. But he offered no
evidence that this plane dates from Bishop Gunning’s time.
Being short trunked and heavily branched, it may be younger
than its large girth suggests.
John Drake
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