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LETTER FROM THE CHAIR

T

HIS LETTER FROM THE CHAIR, starts with a huge
the cause of parks and gardens of Cambridgeshire since those
‘CONGRATULATIONS’ to Judith Christie who has
early days. Lord Fairhaven graciously received the toast of
been presented with the Gardens Trust ‘Volunteer of
thanks, a cake decorated with his family arms, and a specially
the Year’ Award. Judith is well known to everyone in the CGT,
sourced disease resistant elm, Ulmus x ‘Regal’, with a plaque
having over her many years of membership taken lead roles in
recording the gratitude of the CGT.
organising events, leading the research group, hosting the
Our regular calendar of visits and events have been well
management meetings, assisting with the newsletter, searching
attended this year, with a range of gardens across
out funding, and in the last two years, acting as deputy chair.
Cambridgeshire and ‘the borders’, and we have also made use
Without Judith there would have been no CGT birthday party,
of the Newsletter and emails to ensure that members hear about
no Kirtling event this summer, and a
events further afield which may
much smaller CB300 celebration
interest them. The Gardens Trust in
without the Fenstanton stained glass
particular are now very active in
window. In fact when the committee
providing training days and other
nominated Judith for Volunteer of
events of interest to everyone
the Year award many of us
concerned with conservation of our
wondered whether there was a
heritage landscapes and we
‘Volunteer of Every Year’ award we
encourage our members to look at
could nominate her for instead! So
the events they offer. CGT members
congratulations Judith, it is very well
are eligible to participate in Gardens
deserved and we are all very proud
Trust events by virtue of our
of you.
corporate membership. Individual
In the last few years it seems that
membership is also available at a
every summer has been marked by
reduced rate for CGT members and
some extra special CGT event, and
brings an individual vote at GT
this summer we celebrated the work
meetings as well as copies of the GT
of our long-standing President The
Newsletters and the Garden History
Lord Fairhaven. Despite the vagaries
journal.
of the weather resulting in a lastSadly we will be missing one of
The Gardens Trust Volunteer of the Year displays her
minute change of venue to the
our longest standing members at
award within a walled garden.
Kirtling church, the event was a
future events as Margaret Helme
complete success. Gilly Drummond recounted the story of the
passed away in May. Many of you will have met her over the
inception of the Gardens Trust and the CGT, and reminded us
years at visits and talks, and she was a firm supporter of the
all how much we owe to Lord Fairhaven, who has championed
CGT. Charles Malyon recalls that Margaret ‘was a very
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generous, loyal, warm-hearted and supportive member of our
Trust. A regular at so many visits, when good friendships have
been made over these past 20 years, her absence always
produced the question, "Where's Margaret?” Regular attenders
at our visits will miss the presence of such a cheerful, goodhumoured and much-loved member.’ Margaret very kindly left
a legacy to the CGT and we are currently considering ways in
which this unexpected gift could be used to best reflect her
interests and maintain her memory. One idea might be an
annual memorial lecture in her name but we are open to
suggestions from members.
Looking towards the future the CGT is at an exciting time
in its life, when we see new opportunities for involvement in
national events, heritage protection and conservation. As part
of this trend and looking to the future we are considering some
changes and perhaps ‘modernisation’ of our appearance
whether in print or social media - with suggestions of an
updated logo and accompanying website re-launch.
Finally, I am very sad to say that this Newsletter is the last
in which I will be writing the Letter from the Chair, as I will be

standing down at the AGM in November. It has been a
memorable and exciting three years, and I have been privileged
to be a part of the hard-working Council of Management team,
to meet our members at events, to work with the research group,
and to represent the CGT at national and regional meetings.
During this period, county gardens trusts have taken a much
more prominent role in national and regional heritage
conservation and planning issues.
The last two years have also seen much activity by the
Council of Management in looking ahead and planning how to
enhance the experience of being a CGT member. As mentioned
earlier, these are indeed exciting times for the CGT and gardens
trusts nationally, but in order to fully step up to the challenge
they require a time commitment which I cannot give whilst
working. I have therefore decided to step down and hand over
the reins to someone who can take us forward to new challenges
and successes. Who knows, perhaps in my retirement from the
Chair (if not from work) I may finally find time to attend more
of the wonderful CGT garden visits!
Twigs Way, CGT Chair

MELONS: AN APOLOGIA
Apologia (n): a written defence of the conduct or opinions of the writer (Concise edition of the Oxford Dictionary, 4th edition, 1951).

W

E BEGIN BY RAISING OUR HANDS: author
readers will remember The Volunteer pub on Trumpington
and editor confess that the article, Some
Road; coprolite is real and was indeed mined at Trumpington;
observations on the history of melon growing in
glass did become easier to make and use around 1800 and
Cambridgeshire, which appeared in Newsletter 46, was an
cheaper in 1845; there was a railway from Cambridge to Sandy,
April Fool spoof, published in connivance. Something made me
and the world suffered a flu pandemic in 1919. The references
(the author) remember the 2010 collaboration between the
for all these are reliable, as far as I know. So too are the
National Portrait Gallery and the National Trust to show rarely
references to Terry Pratchett’s The Tale of Sir Joshua
seen portraits in the long gallery at Montacute House in
Easement, Arthur Conan Doyle’s A Study in Scarlet, and
Somerset and to publish Imagined Lives:
Margery Allingham’s Police at the Funeral.
Mystery Portraits 1540-1640. Terry
However, searching Trinity House
Pratchett’s imaginative dead-pan rendering1
archives won’t lead you to Joshua
of The Tale of Joshua Easement, a ham-fisted
Easement’s log because, following Terry
Elizabethan seadog with a random approach
Pratchett’s imagined tale, I invented the log.
to navigation, is not to be missed. The
Similarly, as far as I know, Trumpington has
memory struck as I was passing the
never had a Magistrates’ Court and the Royal
Cantelupe Farm sign on the lane between
Society of General Practice has never
Trumpington
and
Grantchester;
the
existed. There is a Royal College of General
temptation to combine the two was just too
Practice but there are two reasons why Dr
strong.
John Watson wasn’t a member: he’s
It seemed clear that there had to be a fair
imaginary, and it wasn’t founded until 1952
amount of solid material to support the spoof
by which time he must have ‘died’. Dr
stuff. Hence, the ‘Botany and Horticulture’
Lavrock, the Faraday family and Christmas
section is reliable - Leiden University does
their gardener are all the re-used fictional
have a 900-year-old picture of a melon,
creations of Margery Allingham.
drawn in Samarkand, for instance. Going on A front door in Baker Street, London.
We grant you that Newsletter 46 was
from there, Chaucer did use ‘Trumpygtoun’
published in May, but the piece was dated 1st
in one of the Canterbury Tales; Thomas Chaplin subscribed
April. Perhaps in these days of false news it was wrong of us to
(along with Stephen Perse and others) to Hobson’s Conduit,
play an April Fool on members of the Cambridgeshire Gardens
and the Pembertons did buy Trumpington Hall in 1675.
Trust, but golly, it was fun to write (and edit)!
Elizabethan sailors ate a dismal diet; the summer of 1596 was
Gin Warren
dreadful, and Trinity House started as an almshouse charity - it
Phil Christie, Newsletter Editor
diversified into lighthouse building and maintenance to try to
October 2019
1
reduce demand from sailors’ widows for almshouses.
https://www.npg.org.uk/assets/files/Audio/imagined_lives/joshua_
Haslingfield Hall was demolished in the early 19C; many
easement.mp3
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CGT MEMBERS CELEBRATE LORD FAIRHAVEN’S
TWENTY-FIVE YEARS WITH THE TRUST

T

HE CGT SUMMER EVENT at Madingley Hall in June
2018, when we celebrated 21 years of Cambridgeshire
Gardens Trust with an excellent address by Anna
Pavord followed by a glass of fizz and a super tea, had been
very well received. The feedback to Council members was so
positive that the management group felt it would be a good idea
to hold a similar event in 2019, especially for those members
and patrons, including The Lord Fairhaven, who had been
unable to attend the birthday celebration in the previous year.
We could hardly celebrate twenty-two years of CGT, so the
search was on for a theme for the event. Some of the earliest
issues of the CGT Newsletter had recently surfaced (see article
on Founder Members) and from these and the Trust’s
memorandum and articles of association, we could put together
a timeline that showed, in reverse chronological order:
7 June 1997
CGT Memorandum and Articles signed
7 November 1996 CGT launched at Wimpole Hall
October 1996
First CGT Newsletter published
November 1995
Meeting at Wimpole Hall to gauge
interest in forming a Gardens Trust
Since Lord Fairhaven had been deeply involved, together
with Gilly Drummond and John Drake, in the earliest moves
towards forming a county Gardens Trust in Cambridgeshire, the
Council felt sure that there would have been conversations from
some time in 1994, which would allow us to recognise a silver
anniversary of Lard Fairhaven’s immense driving force and
enormous support for the CGT that we have enjoyed to this day.
A small organising committee was duly formed and an
approach was made to Lord Fairhaven to see if he would kindly
consent to having a ceremonial event in his honour. The
response was positive, so long as it avoided Derby Day, which
had turned out to be a calendar conflict in 2018. With the date
settled for 18 June, the next question was a venue suitable for a
large number of guests. Lord Fairhaven generously offered to
host the event at the family seat of Kirtling Tower and
suggested that we might hold it on the terrace outside the west
wing, across the lawn from the walled garden. This looked
eminently suitable, with plenty of table space for drinks and
cakes, and seating provided by the low wall surrounding the
terrace. ‘But what happens if it rains?’ asked one Council
member. ‘Then Plan B will come into operation and we move
the event to the shelter of All Saints’ Church.’ It’s always useful
to have a Plan B, even in a British June, and while guests at the
2018 Wimpole event will remember the sunshine and blue
skies, 18 June 2019 was cool, damp and inclement for outdoor
picnics and celebrations.
Never was the weather forecast more assiduously monitored
than by the organising group. When it became clear that a picnic
in the pews was going to be inevitable, all hands swung into
action to deliver plates, tablecloths, crockery, cutlery, glasses,
bottles in coolboxes, food, cakes, signage, sound amplification
and all the paraphernalia needed to put on a decent show inside
the church. All Saints’ was just starting to undergo extensive
roof repairs but fortunately the erection of scaffolding was still

at an early stage and did not impede the festivities. More
concerning was the possible presence of bats in the church, so
the cakes and desserts were covered as a precaution.
In the end, 108 guests were royally entertained to a
delightful evening following a picnic in the church (or in the
cars in some cases). Twigs Way, CGT Chair, opened the
proceedings and outlined the arithmetic behind the silver
anniversary. Paying tribute to Lord Fairhaven’s tireless support
for the Trust, Twigs also noted that Lord Fairhaven ‘walks the
walk’ in that he has also spent much of the past 25 years
restoring and improving his own historic gardens, part of an
estate that goes back to at least 1319 and has seen both the 1st
Lord North and Queen Elizabeth I. Twigs closed by introducing
Gilly Drummond, who had been a prime mover in forming the
Association of Gardens Trusts with 18 members in 1993 and
had welcomed CGT as the 26th county gardens trust in 1996.
Gilly is also Chair of the English Heritage Historic Parks and
Gardens Panel and has been awarded the Royal Horticultural
Society gold Veitch memorial medal. As a personal friend of
Lord Fairhaven Gilly was the ideal person to deliver the vote of
thanks and a toast to his Presidential leadership.

Gilly Drummond delivers the vote of thanks…

…while Lord and Lady Fairhaven listen attentively.
Gilly did so by enumerating several of Lord Fairhaven’s
horticultural achievements, including his design of the Winter
Garden at Anglesey Abbey, the creation of the fine gardens at
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Twigs Way presents Lord Fairhaven with Ulmus x ‘Regal’.
While celebratory glasses and cake were served, Lord
Fairhaven took to the podium to thank members for coming to
the event and to express his confidence that CGT would
continue to go from strength to strength in the years to come.
The CGT Council would like to express its deep
appreciation to Lord and Lady Fairhaven for generously
hosting the event at Kirtling Tower, and to their daughter
Melanie Broughton for assistance with the planning and
coordination of the event. We would also like to thank the All
Saints’ churchwarden, Veronica Aspland, for her help in
arranging for the use of the church and its facilities when it
became clear that Plan B was inevitable. Finally, the Council is
most grateful to Bidwells for their sponsorship of the event.

Judy Rossiter, Michael and Steffie Shields, and Pippa Temple
enjoy their picnic in the pews.
Kirtling (viewed by many prior to the speeches despite the
rain), the cleaning out of the moat, the Pinetum and a new
collection of oaks, for which Gilly suggested coining the word
‘Quercusery’. Remarking upon his encyclopaedic knowledge
of trees and plants, Gilly assured CGT members and patrons
that they could not have a more charming, courteous and quietly
effective, supportive, consistent and elegant President, which
no doubt contributed to the successful hosting of the Brown
tercentenary conference in 2016. Gilly closed by identifying
some of the challenges faced by county Trusts, as development
continues to consume estates and parkland in the coming years
and encouraged us all to work in partnership with Local
Authorities and other groups to mitigate the worst effects on the
existing heritage landscapes and to encourage planners to
require green spaces, public parks and pocket parks in all new
developments. At the close of her address, Gilly invited
everyone to raise a ‘metaphorical glass’ to Lord Fairhaven for
all his hard work on behalf of the Trust. This was a
metaphorical glass because, before being toasted, Lord
Fairhaven was invited by Twigs Way to cut a special cake
decorated with the Fairhaven coat of arms and to receive as a
lasting memento of his service a very special tree, chosen by
Judy Rossiter: an Ulmus x ‘Regal’, an elm believed to be
resistant to Dutch Elm Disease, sourced from a nursery whose
previous client is a resident at Buckingham Palace.

Phil Christie
October 2019

Above: Plan B became reality. Below: all set to go.

Lord Fairhaven cuts the armorial cake.
-4-

IN THE BEGINNING…

O

NE OF THE INTERESTING activities in preparing
for the CGT President’s Evening to celebrate Lord
Fairhaven’s quarter-century of association with the
Trust was researching the early documents leading to the
establishment of Cambridgeshire Gardens Trust. While we had
access to a scan of the Trust’s memorandum and articles of
association, which gave us the definitive date for the start of the
legal entity, it was clear that much earlier work had been done
in preparation for the launch of our Trust. Some of this was
captured in the first few issues of the CGT Newsletter (recently
rediscovered), from which we could see that a meeting intended

to invite expressions of interest in establishing the Trust had
been held at Wimpole Hall in November 1995. The second
issue of the Newsletter, published in April 1997, included a
fascinating list of the CGT Founder Members, reproduced
below (possible typographical errors notwithstanding). As
mentioned by Gilly Drummond in her address to Lord
Fairhaven, no fewer than 20 Founder Members were in All
Saints’ Church to hear her speak, which is an impressive
witness to the continuity of the Trust and its supporters. We
would like to acknowledge with deep appreciation the
contributions of all the Founder Members.
All the Newsletter issues
will be available to download
from the Publications page of
the CGT website. Sadly, the
Council of Management have
been
unable
to
locate
Newsletter issue number 4
from April 1998. We would
appeal to all members,
especially
the
Founder
Members who may have
received a copy of this elusive
issue, to please check their
bookshelves or dusty archives
to see whether they have
retained their copy. If so, the
Newsletter Editor would be
delighted to hear from you. As
previously
reported,
our
Newsletter has attracted the
attention of the British Library
and other copyright libraries, to
whom scanned copies or pdf
versions of all our Newsletters
have been given for archiving.
Just issue 4 is missing from the
collections and so, if you have
a copy, do please send it to me.
I will scan it for posterity and
return it forthwith.
Phil Christie, Editor
[phil.christie@ntlworld.com]
October 2019

The list of CGT Founder
Members as published in
Newsletter No. 2, April 1997.
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ART AND THE GARDEN: CGT STUDY DAY 9 MARCH 2019

T

HE 2019 STUDY DAY at Hemingford Abbotts village
hall welcomed fifty members and guests who were
treated to a feast of excellent talks, topped off with a
super lunch from our caterer Diane Warboys. The chosen theme
embraced a wide range of topics from a wonderful line-up of
guest and member speakers. The day included five talks and so
Twigs Way opened the event with a brief but warm welcome.

impacted 19C maps of suburban housing developments where
gardens had to compete with space for washing and hen coops.
In 1812, John Claudius Loudon produced 26 designs for laying
out gardens of 1/160 acre, aimed at self-improving gardeners
and middle-class householders, but most people formed their
gardens according to their needs, including keeping up with the
Joneses. A visible front garden is a benefit to passers-by, but
contemporary advice warned against expensive planting and
suggested prickly holly instead. Twigs illustrated her
entertaining talk with contemporary illustrations of the style
and evolution of suburban gardens over time and asserted that
the study of the suburban garden brings us closer to the majority
of the population than that of the large estate.

LITTLE SPARTA: IAN HAMILTON FINLAY AND
THE POET’S MOORSIDE IDYLL
Dr Patrick Eyres is editor-publisher of the New Arcadian
Journal, publishing 53 editions since 1981. His 30-year
acquaintanceship with Finlay allowed him to bring fresh
insights to the self-taught, agoraphobic man and his threedecade work at Little Sparta, where Finlay turned a high 8-acre
moorland in need of shelter trees into a set of poetic landscapes
in partnership with Sue Finlay and Ralph Irving, as the
gardeners, and Nicholas Sloan, an exemplary letter carver who
worked with Finlay for 40 years. Along the way, Patrick
showed the influences on Finlay from Durer, Lorrain, Poussin,
Rousseau, St Just and Repton, among others, as well as Finlay’s
skirmishes with Strathclyde Regional Council.

WATER LILIES, IRISES AND SEA SHELLS –
MOTIFS AND MOTIVATORS
Caroline Holmes is a garden historian of places, people and
plants who sifts humour from humus. Her talk entertainingly
linked many characters’ timelines and back stories to achieve a
deeply textured narrative. For example, Bory Latour-Marliac
crossed waterlilies to achieve hitherto unobtainable colours.
His 1889 World’s Fair collection of hybrids motivated Claude
Monet to build his water garden at Giverny. It was stocked with
lilies from Latour-Marliac’s nursery and the result was Les
Nymphéas. Into the story Caroline embedded cameo
appearances from Marguerite Namara, William Robinson,
James 4th Baron de Saumarez and his wife Jane Anne – to find
out more see her Water Lilies and Bory Latour-Marliac.
Similarly, Caroline’s narrative of the Tradescants linked them
to Elizabeth I, Charles I, Henrietta-Maria, Pohatan (father of
Pocahontas), and his shell-embroidered mantle. Caroline began
and ended with Maggi Hambling’s Scallop Shell on Aldeburgh
beach, a memorial to Britten, and a motif for Suffolk in her talk.

THE MAKING OF TWO ARTISTS’ GARDENS
IN HEMINGFORD
CGT member Bridget Flanagan authored Artists along the
Ouse 1880-1930, which provided the context for her talk on the
gardens of two artists – Walter Dendy Sadler and Lucy Boston
– who lived 100 m apart in Hemingford Grey but were
separated in time by some 40 years. From c.1880-1930 the Ouse
Valley was an artists’ colony, an area not yet touched by
industrialisation. Dendy Sadler (1854-1923), a popular painter
of human frailties portrayed with humour, had bought River
View in 1896. He transformed the house and garden, building
a studio, conservatory, boathouse and lily pond, and delighted
in both showing his garden to friends and painting it. The
garden evidently mellowed him, and his later pictures became
gentler and more nostalgic for the early 19C. Lucy Boston
(1892-1990), famous for her children’s stories, was also a
highly accomplished artist in patchwork and appliqué. She
came to The Manor, built c.1150, in 1939 at the same age as
Dendy Sadler, and was struck by the moated building’s
unaltered mediaeval context. With its past in mind, Lucy
created a garden reflecting her Viennese artistic training. She
liked straight lines (‘Why have a wiggle for the sake of a
wiggle?’) and created six parallel beds leading to the river.
Yews planted in 1943 were clipped on the eve of the Coronation
into crowns and orbs, still there today. The 4-acre garden has
Dykes medal-winning irises and over 200 old roses, cared for
by Lucy’s daughter-in-law and CGT member, Diana Boston.

THE PLACING OF ARTS AND CRAFTS
WITHIN THE GARDEN
Dr Lucy Redman, artist and plantswoman, has a passion for
plants and a love of sculptures and crafts. She brought a very
practical approach to the final talk, handing round Phlomis
italica, Berberis ‘Georgei’ and Daphne bholua to feel and smell
as she spoke. From 1999, with husband Dominic, Lucy has
created a wonderful ¾-acre garden around her thatched house
in Rushbrooke, Suffolk. Her garden bears the stamp of a serious
plantswoman and includes many works of art and sculpture.
Celtic Racetrack is a 20-m interwoven sinuous metal sculpture
by Dominic that encloses 5 raised beds topped with Sedum and
Sempervivum. A woven-metal tree seat topped with turf
surrounds an apple tree as the focal point of two long borders.
Other textures include a willow urn, viewed through a shapeconforming willow tunnel. A delicate pebble parterre with
slender whorls featured in The English Garden of May 2007.
Twigs closed an interest-packed day by thanking the
speakers and a lively engaged audience for their stimulating and
insightful contributions to linking art and the garden.

THE ART OF THE SUBURBAN GARDEN
By coincidence, CGT Chair Dr Twigs Way, is writing a book
on the art of the suburban garden and so this was a natural
choice of topic. Urban transport systems, which enabled
working people to escape the noise, heat and dirt of the city,

Phil Christie, Newsletter Editor
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Cambridge Official Map, provided and managed by University Information Services.
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THE ESTATE AND GARDENS OF THE COLLEGE OF ST JOHN
THE EVANGELIST IN THE UNIVERSITY OF CAMBRIDGE

Fig. 1. Cambridge University map of St John’s College and its principal courts and buildings. North is to the top.

T

ODAY THE LANDS of St John’s College (Fig. 1)
stretch from Champney’s Old Divinity School and its
triangular site and inner court to the east bounded by
All Saints’ Passage and Bridge Street, and cross St John’s Street
to its historic grounds. These, covering some 5 ha, are divided
in two by the River Cam and are bounded to the south by the
remains of Kitchen Lane and the buildings and grounds of
Trinity College; to the west by Queen’s Road and Northampton
Street, and to the north by Magdalene College and Bridge
Street. Across Queen’s Road are St John’s Playing Fields. The
College completes the northern end of the academic quarter
along the bank of the river. Over a period of 500 years the
College’s lands have been expanded west by the purchase in
1959 of the lands of the School of Pythagoras and Merton Hall
from Merton College, Oxford, and northwards to Bridge Street
by acquisitions in the 1860’s and from 1938-42. Historically the
College included land within five parishes: the main courts
in the parish of All Saints (its church now demolished), the
northward extensions in the parishes of Holy Sepulchre and St
Clements with the fishponds in the parish of St Peter’s, and the
lands of Pythagoras and to the west within the boundary of St
Giles.
The foundations of All Saints’ Church and other churches
along the historic High Street (St John’s and Trinity Street,
King’s Parade and Trumpington Street) were situated on
alluvial terrace gravel with a very wide flood plain of the River
Cam to the west. In the 13C St John’s Hospital was the first
substantial foundation on the west side of the High Street, built

on artificially raised land, ‘a very poor and waste place of the
commonalty of Cambridge.’ The River Cam had been a shifting
watercourse with a variety of ancient and undatable ditches; the
old course was probably to the northwest running through the
lands of Magdalene College, near to St Giles’ Church and
southwards through the lands of Pythagoras and St John’s. An
eyre of 1260 indicated that this channel had fallen out of use
and the Borough had built hythes along the east bank from St
John’s to the Mill Pool. Marshy land from the High Street had
been reclaimed for lanes running to these hythes, but the Black
Death of 1349 and decline of the borough’s population meant
that properties and land in this area, sloping to the river, became
cheap.
THE ORIGINS AND FOUNDATIONS
OF THE COLLEGE
In 1208 Henry Frost, supported by donations of buildings and
land from other Cambridge burgesses, founded the Hospital of
St John the Evangelist to succour ‘a great confluence of poor
and sick’ by a small community of Augustinian canons. Early
in the 16C its buildings had become dilapidated and its resident
canons were few. In 1505 Lady Margaret Beaufort, mother of
King Henry VII, encouraged by her confessor, John Fisher
Bishop of Rochester and Chancellor of the University, had
founded Christ’s College. Fisher suggested a further college
embracing the decayed Hospital, which in a 1340 terrier was
found to be the largest landholder (16.3%) in the borough’s
West Fields. Just before her death in 1509 Lady Margaret
-7-

drafted a conveyance of the Hospital’s properties with the
object of ‘transforming a religious house of religious brethren
commonly known as St John, Cambridge into a college of
persons, neither lay nor religious, studying the Arts and
Theology.’ Fisher brought her intention to fruition, securing
licences for dissolving the Hospital and securing a Charter of
Foundation from King Henry VIII for The College of St John
the Evangelist, 5th April 1511. It was to promote education,
religion, learning and research.
FIRST COURT, 1511-1520
The Court is entered from St John’s Street through its
Gatehouse with carved mythical beasts, yales and forget-menots, alluding to the Beaufort and College motto, Souvent Me
Souvient. The Hospital’s chapel was repaired, and a hall,
kitchen and gatehouse were added. The maps of Lyne 1574,
Hamond 1592 (Fig. 2), Loggan 1688 (Fig. 3) and Custance
1798 all reflect the original symmetry of the Court, bounded to
the south by its Kitchen Lane (see Figs 1 & 2 for location) and
to the north by St John’s Back Lane. Lyne and Hamond show
lawns divided by an axial path; Loggan and Custance show four
square lawns with intersecting paths.
Fig. 3a. View of St John’s College by Loggan, 1690, showing
walks, meadow and 17 fish ponds on the far side of the Cam.

Fig. 2. Detail of Hamond’s 1592 map. North is to the right.
Kitchen Lane is to left of First Court; Back Lane to the right.

Fig. 3b. Detail from Loggan’s 1688 map, showing St John’s
College (L), and its gardens and fish ponds on the west bank
of the Cam (North to right). Houses and gardens on Bridge
Street were later acquired and demolished.

William Wordsworth in his ‘Prelude’ wrote:
The Evangelist St John my patron was
Three Gothic courts are his, and in the first
Was my abiding-place, a nook obscure;
He lived above the kitchen and there was a pump in the
adjacent lane. But in 1862 the demolition of the infirmary and
old chapel was proposed and agreed by the Borough; St John’s
Back Lane was closed by Act of Parliament and part of the

gardens and orchards of Bridge Street houses were acquired for
Sir George Gilbert Scott’s new Chapel and a new Master’s
Lodge, 1863-69. The sense of unity and homogeneous
composition of First Court had been destroyed and a new
pathway was created to the Chapel.
-8-

Today a central lawn is divided by an axial path to Second
Court; there are window boxes of petunias and pelargoniums
on the southern wall and towards the Chapel are two large
lawns with the footings of the old chapel marked.
SECOND COURT, 1598-1602
Leaving First Court, the maps by Lyne and Hamond (Fig. 2)
show an open space to the river with a substantial orchard on
the northern half of this area. The Second Court was built
mainly from donations from the Countess of Shrewsbury and
the original drawings by Ralph Symons still exist. By 1688
Loggan’s map (Fig. 3b) shows four lawns divided and
surrounded by paths and cobbles, which harmonize in colour
with the brick walls; a court of simplicity and serenity. The
orchard has been replaced by the buildings of the Second and
Third Courts towards St John’s Back Lane and to the river.

Fig. 4. The back of the west side of Bridge Street c.1930,
drawn by Henry Bosanquet from a photograph supplied by the
former Folk Museum, now the Museum of Cambridge. This
area had already lost gardens cleared by St John’s for its new
college chapel in the 1860’s.
a mediaeval infirmary and Tudor chapel had been destroyed
and now half the side of Bridge Street, one of Cambridge’s most
historic streets, was lost (Fig. 4). Unfortunately, the College
showed little sensitivity or regard for the urban and domestic
street scene. A car park and bicycle shed, together with
buildings of the works department, were enclosed by a drab
brick wall along Bridge Street. Only the two Dawyck beeches
standing as sentinels at the corner of Bridge Street and St John’s
Street are a saving feature. Planted c.1940, together with
another pair along Bridge Street, they are striking trees. Beyond
the Chapel in the North Court designed by Sir Edward Maufe,
Loggan’s map of 1688 (Fig. 3b), shows clearly the large urban
area of houses and gardens lost to the Borough between St
John’s Back Lane and Bridge Street.

THIRD COURT, 1669-72
The Third Court, built with money given by Bishop William of
Lincoln, included a new library as its northern range. Its
buildings back onto the river and cover the greater part of the
earlier orchard. The two bisected lawns of Loggan 1688 remain
with another path giving access to Grumbold’s bridge (Fig. 5).
Today there is a border of Japanese anemones on the eastern
walls and two tubs of petunias, cannas, French marigolds and
Verbena bonariensis flanking the entry to the Bridge of Sighs.
CHAPEL COURT
Passing from Second Court to a court framed by the Chapel to
the east, the North Court and the new Library to the west, there
are two lawns and a sunken, paved area before the library. Here
is a large central tub of bay together with lesser tubs of
nicotiana, cosmos and gaura. By the Chapel facing west are tubs
of petunias. This court is on land crossing the ancient Back
Lane (closed in the 1860’s for the building of the new Chapel
and Master’s Lodge) extending towards Bridge Street.

THE LAND ON THE WEST BANK
OF THE RIVER CAM
A wide flood plain of land below the 25ft contour consisting of
water meadow and rough pasture existed in the Middle Ages. It
stretched from just below Newnham Mill to the point where the
Old Bin Brook entered the river and was known as Long Green.
Beyond it were Cambridge’s West Fields; higher arable clay
lands, in which St John’s Hospital had considerable ownership.
Lyne’s map of 1574 and Hamond’s 1592 map (Fig. 2) show
the Hospital’s wooden bridge (Fig. 5) aligned with St John’s
Kitchen Lane, formerly Corn Hythe Lane, providing access
both to the rough pastures of Long Green and its arable holdings
in the West Fields. These holdings included the Carme Field,
closest to Long Green and known to Johnians as College Field.
In the 16C ‘emparkment’ had been fashionable amongst the
gentry and the colleges felt the need to provide similar
amenities for their sons. The weather conditions in the Middle
Ages gave way to drier conditions in the 16C, encouraging the
wealthier colleges to consider the enclosure of portions of Long
Green. St John’s, as holders of the Carme Field, initially
disputed the conversion of common pasture into private walks
and there was a protracted dispute with Trinity concerning
Garret Hostel Green, an island pasture. St John’s argued they
‘used the said waste for Walking and other Exercises and the
Tenants’ cattle have fed on it.’ By 1613 Trinity had prevailed
over St John’s and other protesters. Although a West Field’s
owner and defender of common pasture, St John’s had no
intention of depriving its members of social amenities. The
process of landscaping the ‘Backs’ had begun, shown clearly in
Loggan’s map of 1688 (Fig. 3b).

THE MASTER’S GARDEN, 1863
The Master’s Lodge and Garden to the north of Third Court and
overlooking the bend in the river were built on land acquired in
the 1860’s. Later the garden was designed by Nevill Willmer,
creator of Clare’s Fellows’ Garden who planted three Prunus
subhirtella ‘Pendula’ by the ancient watergate, echoing a pair
by the river at Clare. In 1868 the large plane by the river and a
chestnut in the lawn were planted in dominant positions.
Fronting the Lodge is a terrace above a low, dry-stone wall,
using Barnack stone from the old Hospital infirmary and
chapel. There is a border well stocked with perennials and a
formal rose bed enclosed by yew hedging overlooking the river.
NORTH COURT AND SERVICE COURT
In the 1930’s the College needed more accommodation but it
was unable to build on the west bank of the river beyond Bin
Brook until its purchase of land from Merton in 1959. The
Borough Council was pleased to have an opportunity to widen
Bridge Street at its important junction with St John’s Street and,
in 1938-42, College and Borough agreed to the demolition of
some 18 houses and 3 narrow courts with their gardens. Earlier,
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ST JOHN’S MEADOW
Lyne’s map shows a tree-lined walk, a causeway through Long
Green to the Hospital’s holdings in West Fields. The College
reacted to the enclosing activities of King’s and Trinity by
running a watercourse round the end of Long Green opposite
its own buildings. St John’s Terrier, 1617, described Bin Brook
flowing through West Field ‘till it cometh to St John’s new
brick wall and from thence it runneth into the common river not
far from the great bridge (Magdalene Bridge).’ The College
negotiated with Corpus Christi College for a long lease of a
portion of arable, which it required for a Fellows’ Garden and
a bowling green.
Both Loggan, 1688 (Fig. 3b), and Custance, 1798, show the
tree-lined walk bisecting St John’s Meadow, which is bordered
by trees and has a ditch separating it from Trinity. From 16961712 Robert Grumbold, using Christopher Wren’s drawings,
built the present stone bridge replacing that of the Hospital (Fig.
5). Richard Harraden in ‘Cantabrigia Depicta’, 1778, wrote,
‘Out of this third court you pass by an elegant stone bridge of
three arches into the public, and through these into the private,
walks of the society; which have long been, very deservedly,
the favourite parade of the town [Fig. 6], and the admiration of
strangers. …one of the finest windings of the Cam, with an
assemblage of every image that can administer rural delight,
from wood, water and a group of venerable turrets,… The
stately elms which flank the squares of two small meadows, are
allowed to be the largest and tallest in the kingdom.’

Fig. 6. Le Keux’s engraving c.1840 of St John’s College from
the Old (Kitchen) Bridge illustrating the ‘favourite parade’.
Left is the tree-lined walk bisecting the Meadow (no longer
extant). Neo-Gothic New Court is in the centre rear-ground
with its ‘wedding-cake’ cupola partly obscured.
And tributary walks
Lofty elms,
Inviting shades of opportune recess,
Bestowed composure on a neighbourhood
Unpeaceful in itself
In 1951 when I first saw the ‘Backs’ it was possible to
wander at will from college to college and little had changed,
although the Bin Brook had been diverted to separate the
Meadow from the Fellows’ Garden, and Dr Reyner’s splendid
Wellingtonia, planted in 1851, dominated. The Broad Walk
crossed the Brook by the cast iron bridge, 1822.
Today, tourism has restricted access and Cambridge
residents may no longer freely walk the gravel paths
surrounding the Meadow or progress from Bachelor’s Walk to
Trinity across the bridge over the ditch. Sadly, the elms have
succumbed to disease and the Wellingtonia was struck by
lightning. The latter has been replaced by two flourishing
Coastal and Dawn Redwoods, a Sequoia sempervirens and a
Metasequoia glyptostroboides. In the Meadow Babington
planted a yew in 1843; Max Walters identified it as a
‘Dovaston’. John Dovaston attested that its parent tree was ‘of
most striking and distinguished beauty’ with ‘foliage, like that
of asparagus, admirably adapted for retaining dewdrops’.
Along the bank of the Brook are clumps of alder, dogwood,
meadowsweet and a profusion of wild flowers replacing the
splendid showing of primroses and other bulbs in the spring.
Approached from the Brook is one of the most memorable
herbaceous borders of any College garden. Facing south and
planted against the cloister wall of New Court, for many years
this border has been colourful and exciting. The rising range of
flowers set against the range of screens and towers behind is a
fitting conclusion to any walk through the Cambridge ‘Backs’.
This year on the west-facing corner wall are red floribunda
roses and rosemary. The main border’s planting offers a
remarkable variety: grape vine, Russian sage, blue salvias,
Allium cristophii, pink cistus, santolina, bay, delphiniums,
aquilegia, veronica, achillea, crocosmia, plumbago, white
soapwort, day lilies, cranesbill, geum, doronicum, golden rod
and Michaelmas daisy. Then south with another ancient yew in
the corner of another border of nicotiana, and blue salvias set
against the low river wall covered with clematis.

Fig. 5. Above: Hospital Bridge prior to 1696. Below: its
replacement by Grumbold’s Kitchen Bridge in 1712.
And Wordsworth, a few years later, in his ‘Prelude’ of
1789-91 wrote:
All winter long, whenever free to choose,
Did I by night frequent the College groves
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THE FELLOWS’ GARDEN, THE ‘WILDERNESS’
In the early 17C St John’s had successfully negotiated with
Corpus Christi College for a portion of arable close to Bin
Brook, which had lapsed into rough pasture and gravel
diggings. Loggan’s map of 1688 (Fig. 3b) shows an enclosed
area with two lawns surrounded by tree-lined hedges and
bisected by ‘St John’s Walke’. There is also an area of trees or
shrubs, perhaps an orchard, with an enclosed bowling green. In
1697 Celia Fiennes Travels states, ‘St John’s College Garden is
very pleasant for fine walks, both close shady walks and open
rows of trees and quickset hedges, there is a pretty bowling
green with cut arbours in the hedges.’
In 1766 Charles Miller, son of the gardener of Chelsea
Physic Garden, was paid two guineas for advice and a plan for
improvements in the gardens. In 1772 the College consulted
Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown and ‘ordered that the bank be
repaired under the direction of Mr Brown’ but in 1773 the
College’s Master, Dr Powell, was concerned at the expense of
‘new casing of the First Court and the laying out their garden
under the direction of the celebrated Mr Brown who had told
them that his plan would cost at least £800’. Brown’s plans
involving the whole of the Backs were not accepted but in 1778
St John’s gave him a gift of plate (£50) ‘for his services in
improving the Walks’. It had agreed Brown’s plan for the
Fellows’ Garden, abandoning the formality of its walks,
planting trees more densely and enlarging the bowling green
into a spacious lawn. The result became known as ‘the
Wilderness’. In that year Richard Harraden wrote, ‘In the
private walks is a neat summer house, looking into the fields;
and a spacious bowling green. From a proper spirit of liberality,
families of the university and town have keys and access to
these and other walks.’
Today the Garden is bordered by iron railings along
Queen’s Road and by Bin Brook to the east and south and there
are still hedged paths, recesses for seating, mature trees and a
bowling green turned into a croquet lawn beside a small
pavilion. In Spring aconites, snowdrops, crocuses, daffodils and
Anemone blanda form a succession of flowering drifts (Fig. 7),
followed later by naturalized martagon lilies. In 1860
Babington, a Fellow, recorded a wild meadow saxifrage which
can still be seen (perhaps brought in with turf). Another ancient
introduction is Arabis turrita, tower rock-cress, in its only wild
British locality.

age and condition of its trees and recommending those needing
replacement within the next 40 years. They suggested St John’s
Wilderness as a model for planting along the ‘Backs’ by
Queen’s Road. It is likely that the other colleges will retain their
independence, just as they had in 1778 responding to
‘Capability’ Brown.
NEW COURT 1826-31
Letters Patent of King Henry VI in 1448 granted to St John’s
Hospital an area north of the Old Bin Brook for fishponds and
a herb garden. Loggan’s map of 1688 shows a clearly defined
area between two branches of Bin Brook flowing into the River
Cam. It was a swampy area and in the 1820’s peaty subsoil was
removed and a vast quantity of timber overlaying gravel was
laid at great cost. Here were the foundations for Rickman and
Hutchinson’s neo-gothic New Court. It has an E plan with its
two arms connected by a cloistered walk approached from
Third Court over Hutchinson’s Bridge of Sighs, 1827. Its
turrets, the very decorative ‘Wedding cake’, form a conclusion
to the ‘Backs’ offering a theatrical setting facing south towards
Trinity. Within the Court are two lawns and Virginia creeper
covers many walls.
A passage north leads to a court facing a branch of the
Cripps Building. It is enclosed by the river and the Fisher
Building of 1989. Two large tubs of pelargoniums and dahlias
face New Court while the shady near border is planted with four
swamp cypresses. In Spring the sloping grass river bank has a
profusion of flowering bulbs and offers a view of the Master’s
Garden across the bend in the river.
Outside the area of the Hospital’s fishponds, the Bin Brook
widens into the present Punt Pool beside the Cripps Lodge.
There is a cobbled area, the sound of running water, a large
willow, a cedar, a long wild-flower bank and two weeping
willows overhanging the river, once shaded by elms.
THE CRIPPS COURTS, 1963-67
Walter de Merton had bought this land in 1270 to provide
revenue for his new college in Oxford. Only in 1959 was St
John’s able to buy the land from Merton College and to
commission in 1966 Powell and Moya’s Cripps Buildings (Fig.
8), faced with Portland stone. Their successful meandering
structure, which gave attention to the existing landscape and
trees, pulled together two halves of the west bank by bridging
Bin Brook and creating two three-sided courts.

Fig. 7. The Fellows’ Garden today, viewed across Bin Brook.
Robert Myers Associates made a Report on the Landscape
of the Backs 2007, with revision in 2008, surveying the species,

Fig. 8. Cripps Courts, seen from across Bin Brook.
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the Roman Granta may easily be discovered, and the turn or
angle of it, to which the angle of that building corresponds.’
Merton’s property had access to Merton Hall Lane by the
18C Bell Lane and, today, Northampton Street stretching as far
as St John’s Gate on Queen’s Road and including the present
Scholars’ Garden. Merton employed a bailiff to manage its
estate which included a dovecote, fishponds, gardens and
orchards. The 1270 deed of purchase referred to gardens and
both Loggan (1688) and Custance (1798) maps provide
evidence of cultivation as far as St John’s Walkes (Fig. 3b). For
Loggan there are nine plots of varying size, together with the
Pythagoras Garden.
Today in the courtyard there is a fernery by Pythagoras wall
with three types of fern, sweet cicely, hydrangeas and
foxgloves; a pleasing combination of green and white. In this
gravel court is a central bed with a young oak amid shaking
grass and Verbena bonariensis. Through the gate beyond the
Hall is an attractive, secluded small garden with a greenhouse
of pleasing design, a gift in memory of Cecil Jenkins OJ 190079. There are cold frames for dahlias, gypsophilas, salvias,
cosmos, laurentias and antirrhinums. A pond in the small
sunken garden has water lilies and a water feature. Trees and
shrubs offer protection and privacy from both the road and the
Hall.
Two echiums make a feature fronting Merton Hall. A large
wild-flower lawn is bordered to the south by four large yews, a
yew grove, a large Robinia and an ancient box. Along the gravel
path beyond a dividing wall is another area enclosed by trees,
shrubs and the yew hedge of Scholars’ Garden. Here is a tulip
tree and a lawn with a large sunken roundel replacing the
former rose beds. This newly created garden has a dominant
sandstone rock from Taiwan in its sunken centre, the gift of the
wife of Dr Louis Cha, a St John’s Fellow Commoner from 2005
and later an Honorary Fellow, who died in 2018. He was a
writer and novelist, using the student pen name, Jin Yong.
While studying at St John’s he wrote the following couplet
carved into the sandstone:
The scent of flowers, the scent of books clings to the College
paths;
The sound of oars, the sound of song drifts through the
Bridge of Sighs.
Written by a student, Jinyong.

Fig. 9. School of Pythagoras; view by S. Hooper 1783.
Two branches of Cripps and the School of Pythagoras form
a court with a lawn and fine copper beech. Loggan, 1688, and
a drawing by S. Hooper from 1783 (Fig. 9) record this area as
Pythagoras’ Garden. On the corner of the lawn between Cripps
and Pythagoras is an interesting silver birch, the bark of which
may be used for paper. Bordering a lane and Magdalene
College, a brick wall gives protection to an interesting planting
of shrubs: a Magnolia grandiflora, scented box, arbutus,
weigela, cotinus, photinia, osmanthus, ceanothus and euphorbia
with under-planting of huge pink lilies. A low box hedge
borders the lawn on the east, while Pythagoras is fronted by a
flagstone walk, the gift of M. E. Petch, 1959. On these flags are
large tubs of cannas, French marigolds and laurentia.
THE SCHOOL OF PYTHAGORAS AND
MERTON HALL’S GARDENS
The stone building of Pythagoras, formerly ‘Dunningstede’ is
the oldest secular building in the county and today houses the
College archives. Built by Baldwin Blancgernon and sold to
Henry Gunning, Mayor of Cambridge in 1207, it is a monument
to the ostentation and social ambition of these families. By the
16C a beautiful half-timbered house, Merton Hall (Fig. 10), had
been added. This building, together with Pythagoras, forms an
inner courtyard. The families had built beside ‘the old
Cambridge Watercourse’ flowing from Magdalene and St Giles
to Bin Brook some 450 m west of the present River Cam.
Traces of the watercourse were found by Stukeley,
Paleographica Britannica 1746, ‘In the Garden of Pythagoras
school, south and west of that building, the trace of the ditch of

THE SCHOLARS’ GARDEN
In 1805 this land was given to St John’s by Merton College in
exchange for other land. It had been described as ‘marshland’
in 1250. Both Loggan and Custance show cultivation,
especially an orchard. One ancient quince remains.
This important area, across the High Walk from the
Wilderness, required careful planning. Thomas Sharp, author of
the Cambridge Plan 1950-51 wrote ‘Since this is the end of the
‘Backs’ proper the firm definition given by a closed garden will
be beneficial to the landscape as a whole.’ In 1952 Dame Sylvia
Crowe produced the plan for a rectangular garden together with
a central pavilion enclosed by yew hedges and edged with
shrubs and an herbaceous border. This summerhouse, which
divides two lawns, was designed by Daniel Wyn Roberts, OJ.
Today the large central lawn is divided by the pavilion and
a yew hedge. There is a gravel path around the perimeter and
the border’s planting reflects the sun and shade of these to north

Fig. 10. Merton Hall seen from west, showing 16C timbers.
Image courtesy of Capturing Cambridge, a Museum of
Cambridge project funded by Cambridge City Council and the
Heritage Lottery Fund.
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and south. In summer there is a wide variety: berberis, scented
box, salvia, lemon balm, Rosa glauca, nepeta, Michaelmas
daisy, crocosmia and Colletia hystrix. Opposite are hellebore,
hosta, thalictrum, philadelphus, ruby astrantia, Japanese
anemone, pink spiraea, Garrya elliptica and alstroemeria.

Addendum
Following the preparation of this article, CGT members were
treated to a wonderful tour of St John’s gardens on 2nd October
2019, guided by Professor Tim Bayliss-Smith. Prof. BaylissSmith is Emeritus Professor of Pacific Geography and
Honorary Fellow of St John’s. He provided members with an
outstanding handout, including a college timeline, copies of
maps by Lyne and Loggan, and the view by Loggan. CGT
would like to thank Prof. Bayliss-Smith and St John’s College
for their insights and hospitality in showing the group around.

THE HIGH WALK
Here the historic lands of St John’s and Merton Colleges met.
Approached from Queen’s Road through the Field Gate of
1822, there is an avenue of 17 stately lime trees, extending to
the cast iron bridge, also of 1822, over Bin Brook. The Walk is
flanked by the yew hedges of the Fellows’ and Scholars’
Gardens and at the base of each lime are pink and white
pelargoniums. It is aligned with the former Broad Walk and
provides a fitting entry to the beauty of the ‘Backs’.
The gardens of St John’s are a tribute to the work of Adam
Green and his assistants; Adam has been gardener of the
College for 34 years, the last 16 of which as Head Gardener.
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RESEARCH REPORT

T

HE RESEARCH GROUP has been pretty much
stymied on the Productive Walled Gardens (PWG)
project these past six months by the Cambridgeshire
part of the County Archives being in boxes. This section is
being moved from Cambridge to Ely, with a possible reopening date in December 2019. The move has involved all the
archivists so even the Huntingdonshire Archive has had very
restricted opening hours.
So, thinking laterally, we followed up our January visit to
the Repton Exhibition at The Garden Museum by starting to
learn about landscape through sketching and watercolouring.
Cue potential Red Books for a number of members’ own
gardens! A handful of us have been lucky enough to have
enjoyed sessions with Shona McKay in her studio at Wilburton.
Shona is a retired architect who specialised in the care of
historic buildings and mediaeval parish churches, and now does
some teaching. She realised that budding architects are slick at
computer-aided drawing and planning, but many wish they
could also draw by hand. Thus motivated, she learned to teach,
and what an encouraging mentor she is. Her sessions are
carefully planned, peppered with practical little suggestions for
improved results, and full of opportunities to succeed. One feels
so chuffed at having one’s work magneted to the fridge!
The research group is off to Burghley to see the Productive
Walled Garden there in early November. The Head Gardener
has kindly booked us on a day when we are not competing with
shooting parties. The mental image of hung and roasted

Cottage ornée on the Lulworth estate in Dorset. 'La ferme
ornée’ was coined by Stephen Switzer (1682-1745) for the
idea that charming farmland is as aesthetically pleasing as a
manicured park.
researcher, with watercress, bread sauce, redcurrant jelly and
game chips, is not an appealing one!
We will consider whether we are going to regain our
momentum and finish the PWG project or strike out on a new
initiative. There will be an update at the AGM and an
announcement in the Spring Newsletter.
Gin Warren
October 2019
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MEMBERS’ TOUR OF THE SYSTEMATIC BEDS AT
CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY BOTANIC GARDEN

A

S A CODA to her lecture at the 2018 AGM and
subsequent article in the May 2019 Newsletter, Juliet
Day kindly led a guided walk around the Systematic
Beds of the Botanic Garden of the University of Cambridge on
the 11th September 2019. The event was well attended, so it
was a large group that Juliet shepherded around the garden,
with a fascinating running commentary as we went.
With their origins in 19C plant taxonomy systematized by
Swiss botanist Augustin de Candolle and Andrew Murray’s
garden design, the Beds are a remarkable survival and have
great heritage value. Changes in scientific understanding have,
however, raised issues for the Botanic Garden, which aims both
to preserve its historic landscape but also to relate to current
education and research. The Beds were becoming less and less
well understood by non-specialist visitors.

the latest DNA analysis
and similar research;
second, to enhance
public
engagement.
The Rising Path (Fig. 1)
is the most visible
manifestation of that
second element: a
gently sloping walkway, 200 m long and
constructed of highly
tactile Accoya pine on
Fig. 3. Map of the Systematic slender steel uprights,
Beds on the Rising Path.
leading to a viewpoint
from which to see the
full layout of the Beds (Figs 2 & 3), and which through
inscribed text in the decking boards (Fig. 4) outlines key stages
in the development of plants over millions of years. There is
also, at ground level, a collection of new exhibition units,
illustrating ways of looking at and categorising plants.

Fig. 1. CGT members make the grade on the Botanic
Garden’s Rising Path.

Fig. 4. Plant evolution captured over geological time.
All in all, the new these changes are very successful,
although it was odd to see Mirabilis Jalapa (Fig. 5) labelled as
the ‘Pearl of Egypt’, since the usual common name (‘Marvel of
Peru’) is rather more informative and accurate as to the home
range of the plant (Jalapa is the state capital of Veracruz in
México).
David Way
September 2019

Fig. 2. View of the Systematic Beds from the Rising Path. In
the foreground are the Monochlamydeae while beyond the
hedge in mid-view are the Corolliflorae. See Fig. 3.
The situation motivated the Botanic Garden to undertake a
major project, Understanding Plant Diversity, which has two
main elements: first, a comprehensive programme of
horticultural and curatorial improvements to ensure the
continued usefulness of the Beds as a teaching aid in light of

Fig. 5. Mirabilis Jalapa: a Peruvian marvel or Egyptian gem?
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INVESTIGATIONS INTO THE CURVILINEAR GREENHOUSE
AT THE COACH HOUSE, OFFORD HILL

A

S REPORTED (Nov. 2018) the CGT research group
met with members of the Leicestershire and Rutland
Gardens Trust Research Group, who are now in their
seventh year of investigating walled gardens. It was during this
meeting that a slide of a curvilinear greenhouse was shown, and
we were told that this was a very rare type of greenhouse. I
remember casually saying that I knew of one similar, very local
to where I lived, and then regretting having mentioned it. Was
I confident in what I had often seen over the past twenty years?
It was suggested by the group that I should investigate. Before
returning home that afternoon I went to check: yes, I was
correct and my memory had not let me down. I entered the
grounds and met the owners who couldn’t have been more
helpful. They allowed me to inspect the glasshouse and take
photographs, and then explained to me how various parts of the
glasshouse worked, though they knew nothing of its history.

Offord Hill House was built in 1908 by Messrs Thackray of
Huntingdon to a design by Sidney Inskip Ladds (1867-1948)
for John Percy Lister Durrell Stables MA, JP. It was constructed
from red brick and Ketton stone within grounds of 10 acres on
Offord Hill, overlooking the River Ouse.1
John Stables was born in 1865 in Marchwood, Hampshire,
the son of a clergyman. He was educated at Winchester and
Exeter (BA 1886, MA 1889) and eventually joined the British
Army. He married Charlotte Marion Welstead in 1898 at
Brampton, Huntingdonshire and, from the 1901 census of
England, was living with his wife and daughter at Brampton
Manor (near to the church). His occupation was recorded as
Capt., 4th Vol. Batt. of Beds. Regiment and the family
employed 6 servants.2
By 1911 the family had moved to Offord Hill House and
John Stables was living by ‘Private Means’. They had a large
staff including a governess, cook, kitchen maid, housemaid,
lady’s maid and parlour maid.3 The occupants of the Coach
House had separate entries in the 1911 census, listed as:
Walter Grooms – Domestic Coachman
Kate Grooms - Wife
George Grooms (son, age 14) – House boy
Grace Grooms (daughter, age 9)
Fred Victor Grooms (son, age 7)
Albert Clark (boarder, age 20) – Domestic gardener (from
Brampton)
John Stables was evidently a wealthy man who employed a
large staff and therefore needed the services of a domestic
gardener and, presumably, a large greenhouse, hothouse and
cold frame. It is interesting to see today, that while the stables
and tack room are still in their original conditions, only the
outline of the coach doors are visible on the Coach House.

Figs 1 & 2. Offord Hill as mapped in 1900 (above) and 1924
(below). Glasshouses can be seen cross-hatched, W of the
southern buildings. Details from the 25” OS sheets for
Huntingdonshire XXII.5, published 1901 & 1926 respectively
Ó National Library of Scotland.

Fig. 3. Curvilinear greenhouse at The Coach House.
The photograph in Figure 3 shows the curvilinear
greenhouse at the Offord Hill Coach house. The structure has
been identified as a Skinner, Board & Co. glasshouse,
confirmed on inspection by a nameplate on some of the
pipework (Fig. 4).
The origins of the firm date back to the mid-19C when
Vincent Skinner (1832-1893), who was born in Southwark,
London, moved to Bristol. He established his business in 1858
as an Engineer and Horticultural Builder with premises at 11

The curvilinear greenhouse is situated in the private grounds
of The Coach House, originally in the estate of Offord Hill
House, which is situated between Offord Cluny and
Godmanchester on the present-day B1043. The greenhouse was
installed sometime between 1900 and 1924 (Figs 1 & 2) but,
from circumstantial evidence in census returns, was probably in
existence by 1911.
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Brideswell Street, Bristol. In 1861 he
was employing 5 men and 1 boy
manufacturing
and
erecting
horticultural buildings. By 1871 the
business was prospering, and his
manufacturing factory had moved to
Stokes Croft, Bristol. The workforce
had by then increased to 20 men.
Henry Board, who had a similar
business in Worcester, joined
Vincent Skinner as a director and the
new firm of Skinner & Board was
established in 1884. The primary
Fig. 4: Nameplate of activity of the business continued to
Skinner, Board & Co. be the manufacture and erection of
horticultural buildings such as plant
houses, vineries, conservatories and plant protectors, each
complete with its own heating system (Figs 5-7).

churches, chapels, schools, commercial premises and stately
houses.
Following the death in 1893 of the senior partner Vincent
Skinner, aged 61, the firm moved the business in January 1894
to more extensive and central premises in Rupert Street, Bristol.
Records also show that the firm also split in 1894 into two
separate companies: Skinner, Board & Co in Rupert Street,
Bristol, and A. H. Skinner & Co at 101 Stokes Croft (Fig. 7).

Fig. 7. Advertisement for Skinner & Board’s tubular boiler.
The firm were builders, heating engineers and ironfounders.
Henry Board’s son Frederick and his cousin Robert J. Board
joined the firm of Skinner, Board & Co working mainly as
horticultural builders, who manufactured and erected their own
greenhouses complete with heating systems. This business was
still in existence until the early 1970’s.4
Skinner, Board & Co developed a new method of glazing a
greenhouse, that avoided the use of putty, which they patented
in 18945 as their ‘wire tension’ glasshouse (Fig. 5). Each
greenhouse was constructed with curved iron uprights, about 2
to 3 feet apart, that linked at the ridge to form a four-centred
arch, resting on a low brick wall. Galvanised steel rods were
threaded through the uprights from one end of the house to the
other, spaced apart by the height of a pane of glass. Spring steel
clips were attached to the rods and the glass was inserted into
the clips, which thus held it in place, each pane overlapping the
one beneath, and producing a curvilinear structure with little
obstruction of light. The resulting greenhouse had the added
advantage of not requiring painting and was therefore more
economical to maintain than a timber one. Such structures were
versatile, they could be adapted to any span and built in a range
of sizes.
Towards the end of the 19C, many of the glasshouse
manufacturing firms concentrated on the heating system side of
their business, to meet the growing demand for domestic, as
well as glasshouse, heating. The First World War impacted not
only on the manufacturers but also, perhaps more significantly,
on their clients, for many of the landowning class, and probably
more of their gardening staff, had been killed in the war. The
demand for glass houses and conservatories declined
dramatically. There was neither the manpower nor the money

Fig. 5. Advertisement for the Skinner, Board & Co. patented
Wire Tension free-standing greenhouse.

Fig. 6. Lean-to curvilinear greenhouse as displayed at the
Bristol Industrial Exhibition.
Skinner, Board & Co were strong advocates of heating by
hot water and soon expanded the business to install heating
systems in non-horticultural buildings as well. A great number
of these were in the South and West of England which included
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for the upkeep of extensive ranges of glass, and when
glasshouses became derelict, they were not replaced.6

Fig. 8. E-plan range of curvilinear glasshouses at Pell Wall
Hall in Shropshire.
A postcard of 1911 (Fig. 8), shows a splendid range of
Skinner, Board & Company glasshouses against the north wall
of the kitchen garden at Pell Wall, near Market Drayton in
Shropshire. The country house was designed by Sir John Soane
in 1832 and while the Historic England entry7 notes that the
range of greenhouses, partly devoted to vine cultivation,
probably date from the 1870s or 1880s, their condition suggests
they were erected not long before the photograph was taken.
The following observations on the photos of the curvilinear
glasshouse are from Jeff Guy, via Sue Blaxland of Rutland &
Leicestershire Gardens Trust, an expert on period glasshouses,
including those from Thomas Messenger and Co. who were one
of the leading manufacturers of glasshouses and conservatories
of the 19C and early 20C.
‘The glasshouse at Offord Hill Coach house is a span-roof
curvilinear structure with a symmetrical profile of metal ribbing
and straight glass along each side, sitting on a low wall of
bricks. The ends appear to have timber framing. The structure
seems to have wooden sills, which I assume are bolted into the
bricks, with the iron framing simply being screwed or bolted
onto the sills (Fig. 11). The top lights appear to be continuous
opening (as those in Fig. 5), operated by a screw and mitre
wheel with a wooden handle, attached to a vertical support (Fig.
9). The mechanism looks awkwardly placed along the centre of
the house, and is awkwardly
operated with a horizontal
rotation action rather than
the normal vertical rotation.
Being in the centre of the
house, rather than at one end
near the door, probably
implies something about the
opening mechanism. A
support post along the centre
of the structure evidently has
implications on the internal
layout of that part of the
greenhouse, although I can
deduce nothing obvious
from the photos. One appears
to show one metal leg,
probably part of the original
Fig. 9. Window opening is staging, but its relation to the
driven by a wheel and shaft.
support post is unclear.

Fig. 10. The greenhouse has two sections, each of which
shows tie-bars linking principal rafters.
The greenhouse has two sections divided by a partition.
There are both horizonal tension or tie-bars strung across the
structure together with a series of principal rafters. These
tension bars appear in both sections (Fig. 10). The structure also
has continuous-opening front lights, just above the brick wall,
on at least one side. To accomplish this, the manufacturer used
a small iron muntin-type support to take the weight of the
structure and allow the lights to be closed flush. Figure 11
shows a wooden eaves plate running along the top of the iron
muntins on which the rafters rest. The muntins are positioned
so as to align with the iron rafters. The same photograph shows
part of the front light opening mechanism, with a rod handle

Fig. 11. Vertical muntins support a wooden eaves plate on
which the iron rafters rest. The windows below the eaves plate
open outwards by the rotation of an iron rod and crank.
running back presumably towards the centrally located door.
Exactly how this mechanism operated is unclear. The
remaining glass is original, as are the metal clips that hold the
glass in place, thereby obviating the need for putty.
The heating system was almost certainly by Skinner, Board
& Co, although the exact layout is impossible to ascertain. The
current Beeston Boiler (Figs 12 & 13) is almost certainly a
- 17 -

knowing the tremendous cost of restoration. It would be
wonderful one day to see it restored and being used as it was
intended but I fear this unlikely to happen any time soon.
Janet Bedingfield
August 2019
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Other instances of Skinner, Board & Co. greenhouses
A Skinner, Board & Co. greenhouse was purchased for Alexandra
Park, Penarth, Glamorgan in February 1927. The Council Minutes
recorded that it cost £134 7s 6d. (www.penarthparks.org.uk/
alexandra/info/greenhouses)
Printer Edward Wormald, owner of Sheepwell House, Potters Bar, had
built an impressive range of eight greenhouses, four of them by
Skinner, Board and Co. of Bristol. In the Sales Particulars of 1923
the greenhouses are listed as a Carnation house, Palm house, two
Peach houses, Vinery, Melon and Tomato house and a Cyclamen
house, and a range of heated and cold frames. Sheepwell House was
sold to Queenswood School of Clapham in 1924 and some
greenhouses are still extant. (Hertfordshire Garden History: A
Miscellany, edited by Anne Rowe, produced by the Hertfordshire
Gardens Trust and published by Hertfordshire Publications, 2007.)
Merthyr Maw House, in Bridgend, Glamorgan has a small but
attractive early 19C landscape park. In 1900, in the walled garden,
an extensive Skinner, Board and Co. greenhouse was built and is
still in good repair. The greenhouse is Grade II listed (British Listed
Buildings, CADW ID 21253).
Jenny Wetton Conservation provided advice on proposals to convert
buildings within the walled garden at the Grade II* listed
Capesthorne Hall, Cheshire for wedding accommodation, and to
construct accommodation to replace derelict greenhouses. The
buildings in the walled garden appear to date from the late 18C or
early 19C but were re-fronted in the early 20C. The greenhouses
date from 1907 and were designed by Skinner & Board of Bristol.
They replaced earlier vineries and plant houses designed in 1873
by T. Lewis & Son of Newcastle. (https://www.jwconservation.co.
uk/recent-project/)

replacement, unless the client
specified such a boiler, otherwise
Skinner, Board & Co, would have
used one of their own boilers, most
probably the ‘Exmoor’. The Beeston
Boiler is a standard greenhouse
boiler and is almost certainly a model
‘D2’. It seems that the smoke flue
came out vertically from the top of
the boiler rather than coming out at
an angle from the front. If it comes
out of the front then it’s a model ‘D’,
but the model type can easily be
determined by measuring the boiler.
Fig. 13. Nameplate of
I have no explanation as to the
Beeston Boiler.
original function of the brick walls
either side of the boiler (Fig. 12). The Beeston Boiler was meant
to be inserted into the wall of the greenhouse with the front
exposed. The boiler is partly buried blocking the view of the
ash pit/tray.
The structure to the south-west of the glasshouse, as seen on
the OS map (Fig. 2), is possibly a hot house. Only the
foundations are visible today but there is evidence of internal
pipework leading to the structure. Finally, the span-roofed cold
frame may be one of Boulton & Paul’s; the top lug being typical
of their design.’
Today, as seen from the photographs, the greenhouse is in a
poor state of repair. Happily, the owners have kept it despite
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VISIT TO CASTOR HOUSE

O

N WEDNESDAY 12 JUNE, barely a week before the
Kirtling Tower President’s Evening, a group of about
twenty CGT members made their respective ways
north along the A1 to another historic abode, namely Castor
House, a Grade II* 17C or early 18C stone manor house built
for the then Bishops of Peterborough. According to the CGT
Gazetteer, for some 200 years the Bishops were also Rectors of
Castor and some lived in the house. When we arrived in 2019,
we received welcome refreshments before a brief introduction
from the present owner, Ian Winfrey. The house has been in his
family since 1919 and a centenary celebration was in the offing.

We were given an information sheet with details of the
garden and its contents (Fig. 1), including some thirty roses,
supplied by Style of Holbeach. To keep them in good health
they are seriously pruned and drenched with Jeyes fluid to keep
down black spot and associated nasties.
The garden in divided into separate areas: before the Rose
Garden (Fig. 2) is the Cottage Garden, with hostas and lovely
acers shown off beautifully against the stone walls. Then a
small grassed area with immaculately clipped edges centred by
a yellow datura (now known as Brugmansis).

Drawing by Édouard Lericolais. Courtesy Ian Winfrey.

Fig. 1. Map
of gardens.

Fig. 3. Ethiopian banana, Ensete ventricosum, in the potager.

There is a 3-acre walled garden and an 8-acre ornamental
woodland, which were laid out by previous owners, the White
family. The fine specimen trees in the arboretum were planted
c.1850. The main gardens were extensively redesigned in 2010
and major restoration was carried out on the three spring-fed
ponds, rill and stream, with waterside planting by gardening
neighbour Bunny Guinness.
Ian inherited the property in 1985 and he and his wife Claire
have devoted much time and effort to improving and
maintaining the gardens, which are open to the public through
the NGS. There are now three part-time helpers, one of whom
is doing a WRAGS (work and return as gardeners scheme).

Fig. 4. Round pond with Zantedeschia.
The grassed area led along a shaded peony walk to arbours
and terracing to the north and east of the garden. Adjacent to
the terracing are the main lawns, an ornamental vegetable
potager with raised beds, gazebo and mini-arbour leading to
double parallel herbaceous borders, primarily planted in hot
colours for summer interest. In the potager was a spectacular
red-veined Ethiopian banana, Ensete ventricosum (Fig. 3). and
lawns with a large spring-fed round pond (Fig. 4) with clumps
of Zantedeschia. Lovely planting included various salvias.
The potager area had many rectangular raised beds. There
were a woodland walk and an orchard which had many old trees
plus new planting and cordon trees against one wall.
There is much wildlife with deer, squirrels and rabbits
(sometimes a problem) and just before leaving I noticed two
very low flying red kites, which rounded off a memorable visit.
Pela Otman
June 2019

Fig. 2. Well trained specimens from the Rose Garden.
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PROGRAMME OF VISITS & EVENTS 2019-20
Many visits outlined below are in planning stage. Full details will be posted on the CGT website and circulated by email and post.
NOV 2019

DEC 2019

MARCH
2020

16 Sat

3

Tues

7 Sat
(TBC)

10:15am1:30pm

AGM Fen Drayton Village Hall, CB24 4SL. Coffee on arrival 10:15-10:45am, AGM from
10:45am. Talk from 11.00am by Terry Brignall on Beverley Nicholls, his life and garden in
Glatton, followed by lunch (£7.50).

10:30am12:30pm

Christmas lecture with coffee and seasonal refreshments, in the Studio of Storey’s Field
Centre, Eddington Avenue, Eddington, Cambridge CB3 1AA. Speaker: Dr Kate Felus,
garden historian and historic landscape consultant. Title: The Secret Life of the Georgian
Garden. £12.50 members, £15 guests. Recommended parking in Madingley Park & Ride.

10:00am4:00pm

Study Day at Hemingford Abbots Village Hall PE28 9AH on the theme Sustainable
landscape: green spaces as urban lungs. Case studies may include traditional Cambridge
parks, Eddington, Vision Park and others.

APRIL
2020

Visit to St Paul’s Walden Bury, Hitchin, Hertfordshire SG4 8BP. 18C formal woodland
garden with temples, statues, ponds, rhododendrons, magnolias, azaleas. Details to follow.

MAY
2020

Visit to Dullingham House, Station Road, Dullingham, Newmarket CB8 9UP. House built
1749. Repton pleasure grounds, walled garden. Details to follow.

JUNE
2020

10 Wed

5:00pm

Social evening at The Manor, Hemingford Grey, Huntingdon PE28 9BN. House built
1130’s. Gardens with moat, topiary, old roses, award-wining irises, herbaceous borders.
Bring your friends and a picnic to enjoy in the grounds. Optional tour of house (numbers
limited) at extra cost. Details to follow.

JULY
2020

Visit to Newnham College, Sidgwick Avenue, Cambridge CB3 9DF. Herbaceous borders,
sunken rose garden, woodland nutwalk, knot garden, wildflower garden.

AUGUST
2020

Visit to Euston Hall, Thetford, Suffolk IP24 2QH. Palladian-style house in landscape
gardens, ancient broadleaf woodland, pleasure grounds laid out by John Evelyn, later
extended by Brown and Kent. Details to follow.

SEPT.
2020
OCT.
2020

15 or 17

Visit to Moggerhanger Park, Park Road, Moggerhanger, Bedford MK44 3RW. Tour of
Soane house and of 33 acres of parkland and woodland, extensively restored, originally
landscaped by Repton, with Head Gardener Tim Kirk. Details to follow.
Visit to The Gibberd Garden, Marsh Lane, Harlow, Essex CM17 0NA. Created by Sir
Frederick Gibberd between 1957 and 1984. Streams, pools, glades, lime avenue, wild
garden, moated castle – fulfilling his ambition to create a work of art. Details to follow.
(For latest visit details please go to http://cambridgeshiregardenstrust.org.uk)

Tickets from / register with: Alan Brown, Foxhollow, 239 High Street, Offord Cluny, St. Neots PE19 5RT. Tel.: 01480 811947.
E-mail: fox.239@btinternet.com Please make cheques payable to Cambridgeshire Gardens Trust.
To avoid disappointment (some venues limit numbers), please book at least 2 weeks before the visit.
Should you need to cancel a booking, please advise Alan as early as possible.

Members will surely recognise the person pointing on the right
but can you think where John Drake might be in this newspaper
clipping from May 1990? The country house in the background
may give a clue, despite the scaffolding, and the answer is
certainly found in John’s listings of the Gardens of
Cambridgeshire. All will be revealed in the next issue of the
Newsletter. If you think you know the location, email the Editor
at phil.christie@ntlworld.com and a small prize will be
presented at the March Study Day to the owner of the first
correct answer to be drawn from a hat on the day.

Cambridgeshire Gardens Trust
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