everywhere, everyone, forever?

In November 2018 I attended a trio of learning events on three consecutive days. I was
able to attend thanks to funds kindly awarded by the Professional Gardeners Trust’s
Birkbeck Garden History Group, Devon Gardens Trust and National Trust.
The events comprised: the Gardens Trust Historic Landscapes Assembly at the Hospitium,
a wonderful venue in the Museum Gardens, York; an Arts & Crafts Garden History
Workshop at the National Trust’s Goddards house and garden in York; and the Yew
Symposium at Derbyshire County Council’s Elvaston Castle near Derby.

A romantic flight of gothic fantasy in realised in Yew at Elvaston Hall

What is the value of historic designed landscapes in the United Kingdom, where are they, who are
they for, and what should they do? Can an understanding of the past and historic activism help
shape a properly funded conservation paradigm for the future management of our green spaces ?
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notes from the

Historic Landscapes Assembly
Mid to late 20th Century designed landscapes are often overlooked and undervalued. Post Arts &
Crafts gardens have not always been well appreciated; even though the Modern, Modernist, and
Late Modern gardens of the last Century oﬀer great design and planting to be admired.
Heritage should not be confused with nostalgia for an age now past. Landscape and architecture
can become of heritage interest at a relatively ‘young age’. Indeed, in the past the National Trust has
acquired significant Arts & Crafts properties only a few decades after their construction.
Concerning the Late Modern; the hanging gardens at 1970’s Mountbatten House in Basingstoke by
James Russell are particularly fine. The Campus West, at the University of York by Frank Clarke, (a
student of Christopher Tunnard), feature a central lake and muted palette of native trees, creating a
beautiful setting for the buildings and student life.

The Hospitium, venue for the Assembly, in the Museum Gardens, York

Many such designed landscapes are Listed, but ‘listing’ does not normally include the actual plants
themselves and this can lead to loss of amenity, (in the Elysian sense of a ‘pleasant place’). The
University of Aberystwyth, once noted for its academic excellence in botany, recently removed much
of Brenda Colvin’s artful planting from around its’ Grade II* listed landscape; with mature shrub
borders grubbed out and replaced with turf, destroying the sylvan setting of the buildings that gave
the campus its character. A historic planting plan creates a specific ‘sense of place’ to be conserved.
Key note speaker Kim Wilkie gave an inspirational talk to round oﬀ the assembly. A new English
landscape movement delivering agricultural, environmental, flood relief, sewerage treatment, leisure
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opportunities; based around a bucolic wood pasture system is oﬀered a vision of the future. A noble
vision that may well secure society’s future wellbeing; the challenge, as ever will be implementation.
Our public designed landscapes, parks, gardens, urban and rural are under threat. Seemingly
endless talk and reports of evaluation, inventories, impact assessments, natural capital, ecosystem
services, health cost benefit analysis, lottery funded management plans and so on keep landscape
professionals busy. However, the general decline of the civic environment continues due to a lack of
funding for the designed green spaces we as a nation profess to value so highly. A new paradigm of
action for the conservation and development of designed landscapes, historic and contemporary is
needed; backed by brave funding initiatives to reap the benefits that have been so well researched.

notes from the

Arts & Crafts Garden Workshop
The ‘Arts & Crafts’ was, (or still is), a movement rather than a style. Morris, Voysey, Webb, Ruskin
were perhaps all guided by the lamp of functional beauty. Synonymous with the movement are the
places; Abbotswood, Brockhampton church, Kelmscott, the Red House, Standen: places where
garden artists and artistic architects created spaces in which to dwell that are quintessence of
Englishness. Morris was concerned with ‘every one of the things that goes to make up the
surroundings in which we live’.

The garden at Goddards in York, designed by George Dillistone

Today, we should still be concerned in this way with both the contemporary and heritage
environments in which people live or visit. Design being applied mindfully to spaces people inhabit.

3

Arts & Crafts style Goddards in York was built as a new home for Noel Terry, (of the Chocolate
Orange). The house being designed by Brierly, ‘the Lutyens of the North’, and the garden by George
Dillistone, who also designed the planting at Castle Drogo. It was Brierly’s last commission and
Dillistone’s first as a Garden Architect.
Just as the proponents of the Arts & Crafts looked back to Mediaeval times so we should respect the
past such as with the romantic vernacular modernism of the 1960s house and grade II listed garden
at Turn End, Buckinghamshire, designed by Peter Adlington.

notes from the

Yew Symposium*
Elvaston Castle, a 750 acre designed landscape. The garden itself, a stunning and romantic flight of
gothic fantasy covers 250 acres, with vast areas of clipped yew, hedges and topiary was tended,
circa 1850, by over 100 gardeners under the direction of Head Gardener, William Barron.

Elvaston Castle, with gardens & grounds laid out 1830-51 by William Barron

In the tenure of Derbyshire County Council since the 1970s the garden now has only five gardeners,
but still all the yew, and over 700,000 visitors per year! So, what better place for a Yew Symposium;
around 20 National Trust gardeners attended to share their knowledge and enthusiasm for Yew.
Cutting, clipping, restoration, pests & diseases, ladders, platforms, trimmers, Conservation
Management Plans; this inaugural symposium covered all the bases. In the afternoon our hosts, the
Elvaston garden team, kindly showed us the garden, we shared their enthusiasm for the place,
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Gardeners discuss Yew in historic landscapes
discussing maintenance issues, and future plans. The conservation of the grade II* listed pleasure
gardens is certainly an ongoing challenge
* Symposium: a meeting where a panel of experts discuss facets of a single subject in front of an audience
(apparently, often accompanied, in ancient Greece, by much drinking and banter)

Thoughts from the Assembly, Workshop and Symposium
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Respect the past when considering the future
Be inspired by activists: e.g. John Ruskin, Canon Rawnsley, Octavia Hill, William Morris, John Muir
Treat any intervention in a designed landscape with sensitivity to the art and craft of the place
Be bold in plant choice and horticulture, but remember plants define a design’s specific character
Remember sense of place is built upon a feel for the art and craft of the place
Be like William Morris, not only a ‘conceiver but a doer’. Learn, consider, then act & review impact
Try to see a place within the context of its history, design; and present and future role for society
Be thankful for one’s budget, supporters, and visitors
Support and share knowledge with other gardeners
Use knowledge learned to develop actions for conservation relevant to today and the future
Finally, take time to see the beauty the garden or landscape you care for, rather than just a task list

I would like to acknowledge the contributions made by others at these events that are represented in my notes
and thoughts from the Assembly, Workshop and Symposium as reviewed in this report. Any views are my own.

5

Peter Folland works for the National
Trust as a Gardener at Castle Drogo
He has a particular interest in 20th
Century gardens and the future
conservation gardens and landscapes
for public amenity and enjoyment

The garden at Castle Drogo in Devon
was designed by Edwin Lutyens with
planting by George Dillistone. Grade II*
listed, the garden is set within the
designed landscape surrounding Julius
Drewe’s 20th Century Lutyens’ castle,
and is considered to be ‘modern’ in
character rather than ‘Arts & Crafts’
This is a review of my notes from the
Assembly, Workshop, and Symposium
Any views expressed are my own
PJF November 2018
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