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               Extract from John Stuart, 3rd Earl of Bute, Travel Journal and Essay on Travel Writing, c.1770, Cambridge University Library, MSS.Ad.8826. My grateful thanks to Nora Shane

            

         

         …Gardening the sister art to building, was at the lowest ebb in Rome. Brown had no guide to follow in the whole extent of Classick ground, left thus entirely to himself, with great sagacity and elegance of taste, He calls in Nature to his assistance, and in company with Her makes new Creations in every place He comes to; Hills arise and undulating plains; where a dead flat appear’d before; the black morass, the [space] and Bulrush vanish and are succeeded by a noble River, such are the marks of real genius, unfettered and untaught, ...
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            This book is dedicated to my husband Michael, our daughter Gabrielle and her husband Peter Gaunt, and our granddaughter Emily

         

      

   


   
      
         
            EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY CURRENCY

            According to www.measuringworth.com

            In 1750 the value of a £100 0s 0d Commodity compares to 2014:

            the real price of that commodity is £14,050.00;

            labour value of that commodity is £178,100.00;

            income value of that commodity is £278,200.00.

             

            In 1750 the value of £100 0s 0d of Income or Wealth compares to 2014:

            the historic standard of living value of that income or wealth is  £14,050.00;

            economic status value of that income or wealth is £278,200.00;

            economic power value of that income or wealth is £1,638,000.00.

             

            In 1750 the value of a £100 0s 0d Project compares to 2014:

            the historic opportunity cost of that project is £13,920.00;

            labour cost of that project is £178,100.00;

            economic cost of that project is £1,638,000.00.

             

            Between 1750 and 2013, prices rose by around 145 times. References to money in the script will be followed by an equivalent amount based on these statistics; for example, a very good bottle of claret that cost 6 shillings in 1750 would cost in the region of £42 today.1
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            EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY MEASUREMENT

            Length was measured as follows:

            
               
                  
                     
                        
            
                           
                           	Inch
            
                           
                           	2.54 centimetres


                        
            
                           
                           	Foot
            
                           
                           	30.48 centimetres


                        
            
                           
                           	Mile
            
                           
                           	1.6 kilometres


                        
            
                           
                           	Span
            
                           
                           	22.86 centimetres


                        
            
                           
                           	Cubit
            
                           
                           	0.46 metres


                        
            
                           
                           	Hand
            
                           
                           	10.16 centimetres


                     
                  

               

            

            
               
                  
                     
                        
            
                           
                           	Furlong (220 yards)
            
                           
                           	201.16 metres


                        
            
                           
                           	Palm
            
                           
                           	7.5 centimetres


                        
            
                           
                           	Rod (16.5 feet)
            
                           
                           	5.03 metres


                        
            
                           
                           	Chain (22 yards)
            
                           
                           	20.12 metres


                        
            
                           
                           	League (approx. 3 miles)
            
                           
                           	4.8 kilometres


                     
                  

               

            

            (page 1) August 1981, Broadlands, Hampshire A scene along the River Test that misled me into thinking it was natural countryside. I later learned that ‘Capability’ Brown had designed the setting. The exotic swamp cypress (left) and grove of native white willows (right) are typical of his planting.

             

            (pages 2 and 3) October 1989, The Pastures, Alnwick, Northumberland A seemingly natural view from Alnwick Castle’s Pic-Nic Tower. Brown altered the course of the River Aln and transformed unkempt, craggy moorland into grazing grounds. Alnwick townsfolk have always been free to walk here; many believe it has always been like this.

             

            NOTE: in captions, NT is National Trust; EH is English Heritage; HE is Historic England.

             

            A star or arrow, superimposed on certain plans, highlights particular design features.

             

            All images by the author unless credited otherwise, including images of National Trust properties with permission.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            PREFACE

            
               People will not look forward to posterity who never look backward to their ancestors.

               EDMUND BURKE

            

         

         Everyone has landscapes lodged in their memories, many from childhood.

         I remember my first real urge to take a photograph. I was eight years old, visiting the Dutch tulip fields of Keukenhof. Such glorious settings have the power to evoke deep emotions or, simply, take the breath away. Whatever the view, we all see things differently from each other. We see with memory.

         My father once told me he found it difficult to appreciate landscape. Such was his training as a gunner in WWII that any time he surveyed a beautiful scene, sadly, his eyes saw only possible gun emplacements. His compensation was that he delighted in writing verse, and would read to me from this memory bank, or snippets of his favourite poets, especially Robert Frost. Some lines have never left me.

         
            
               Two roads diverged in a wood, and I –

               I took the one less travelled by,

               And that has made all the difference.2

            

         

         My ‘different’ journey began in Hampshire, at Broadlands. I ignored the classical charm of the house as a sweeping lawn led me down to the edge of the meandering River Test. A pair of swans piloted their cygnets under leaning white willows. A spreading copper beech attracted attention at the river bend, great trees punctuated the water meadow, and upstream a stand of Scots pines dominated the river bank. All seemed serene, reassuring. Nothing disturbed the eye or the peace.

         I fell under the spell of the place, and later discovered that this pastoral setting had been to a great extent man-made – by the celebrated ‘Capability’ Brown.

         Five years passed. I had given up teaching to bring up a family, and taken up garden photography, a passion kindled by two years of living in California sunshine and later properly stoked by the trail-blazing photography of Andrew Lawson.

         My husband, an officer in the Royal Air Force, was posted to a radar station on the east coast of Northumberland, and we moved there with our young daughter. In October 1987, as I dashed to catch my train to Newcastle, the great hurricane devastated vast tracts of land in the south of the country, and uprooted millions of trees, a loss that greatly affected me – it was almost as bad as losing one’s friends.3

         I discovered that Brown was born and raised in Northumberland, before spending his working life improving all four corners of England. My daughter spotted a paperback edition of Dorothy Stroud’s seminal biography Capability Brown, which became my trail guide (still much used). This prompted me to drive to his first landscape, Kirkharle, a quiet hamlet some twenty miles north-west of Newcastle-upon-Tyne.

         Brown’s family home is long gone, as is his older brother John’s house near the pond. A plain stone cairn bears the legend ‘Capability Brown of Kirkharle 1716–1783’.

         Curiosity about my local Brown landscape led me to Alnwick Castle’s Estate Office. The archivist, Dr Colin Shrimpton, responded to my enquiries for old engravings or early photographs: ‘There’s a Canaletto painting, about 1750, but that was before Brown. There are plenty of illustrations and photographs of castle renovations. No, I do not think we have any of the landscape.’ His answer shocked me.

         Colin led me up to the ramparts of the ‘Pic-Nic Tower’. The first Duke and Duchess of Northumberland liked to entertain their guests there, watching progress as Brown improved the environs of the castle. Where once fast-running waters divided craggy, almost barren, moorland, the horizons are clothed with trees. The River Aln, now mirror-smooth, falls tamely over a series of shallow lip cascades, winding to the North Sea through undulating meadows dotted with trees and sheep walks.

         Of course, the passage of time, other designers’ works and tree disease had already altered the Brownian feel of many parks. The hurricane was closely followed by two more great storms, in 1989 and 1991, bringing his signature planting even closer to annihilation. Wondering how many other great parkland vistas had gone unrecorded, I resolved to visit as many of Brown’s works as possible. I had no idea how far I would travel – and the journey is ongoing.
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               July 1989, Kirkharle, Northumberland A peaceful small estate and hamlet, the birthplace of Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown.

            

         

         My excursions, enabled by the peripatetic lifestyle of an RAF family, opened my eyes to this exceptional man, his methods and values. As I learned landscape photography from the ground up, I captured some key surviving features, a faithful distillation, I trust, of an extraordinary legacy. Time has confirmed Brown as a man of vision.

         Landscape eases solitude, blows away cares, makes one feel happy to be alive. Landscape is where we choose to celebrate commitment, or remember a loved one.

         I hope this celebratory book will open eyes and encourage the reader to explore Brown’s generous landscapes. Don’t be anxious about having to make challenging aesthetic or critical judgements. Simply pause occasionally, ponder the view and, above all – enjoy looking at the landscape!
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               Nathaniel Dance (c.1735–1811), Capability Brown c.1773 © National Portrait Gallery, Londo

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            INTRODUCTION
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               Richard Cosway (1742–1821), Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown (c.1770–75) © Private Collection/Bridgeman Images

            

         

         A formal portrait of Brown at the pinnacle of his career was undertaken by Sir Nathaniel Holland-Dance (1735–1811), a founder member of the Royal Academy. The fact that, at the same time, the artist was also working on portraits of Brown’s employers, King George III and Queen Charlotte, tells us their royal gardener had significant status.4 According to this portrayal, his eyes protruding, and the angle of neck and shoulder, Brown may have suffered goitre-related health problems, a possible cause for his over-active life.

         One other portrait is more informal. Richard Cosway (1742–1821) shows Brown just as alert and resolute, but wigless, more relaxed, as his associates and workforce would have known him – a kind face, manly yet gentle, good looks, the same thick eyebrows and high forehead. His fine, curly, receding hair, fair to light brown, shows vestiges of grey. Sculptor Jon Edgar has recently compared the facial details in the two paintings. He suggests that the one by Cosway, just as several other known copies, could have been copied from the original Dance portrait. Certainly, both artists took pains to capture Brown’s animated confidence, and, because of his reputation, his direct, famously unfailing, ‘comprehensive and elegant eye’5 with a perceptible twinkle. 

         ‘Capability’ was a word frequently uttered by Lancelot Brown, it seems. Horace Walpole (1717–1797), Earl of Orford, attributed the nickname to the man himself, in first assessing possible improvements to any given country estate. The name proved strategic in promoting potential for all kinds of improvement. Walpole found the word amusing when gossiping about people and gardens. Besides being accurate, the nickname effectively distinguished the improver from other Mr Browns.6

         Walpole, a wealthy Member of Parliament, a self-confessed ‘quiet republican’, moved in the same circles as Brown. He too was a frequent traveller with a connoisseur’s passion for improvement, but revelled in making copious, occasionally malicious observations concerning distinguished contemporaries and their properties. Somehow Pope’s emotive grotto garden beside the River Thames drew Walpole to Twickenham, where he built a fanciful, castellated home overlooking the river at neighbouring Strawberry Hill, with interiors of ‘gothic gloom’. Outside, in complete contrast, he desired his garden to be light, romantic and, above all, riant (smiling).

         This lively, perceptive commentator was among the first to offer public praise for the improver’s designs at Warwick Castle. Brown’s reputation spread. He was ‘capability’ personified, later moving churches, let alone mountains. The two men were soon acquainted and came to value each other’s taste and judgement. Walpole went on to publish his Essay on Modern Gardening, hailing the increasing beauty of England thanks to progressive improvers such as Brown and his collaborators:

         
            Enough has been done to establish such a school of landscape, as cannot be found on the rest of the globe. If we have the seeds of a Claude or a Gaspar amongst us, he must come forth. If wood, water, groves, valleys, glades, can inspire or poet or painter, this is the country, this is the age to produce them.7

         

         Soon, everyone in society circles seemed to be chattering about ‘capabilities’ of estates worth visiting around the country:

         
            We went to pay a visit to Mrs Annesley, Bletchingdon House, Oxon. In this part of our county there are more fine houses near each other than in any, I believe, in England. We were reckoning nineteen within a morning’s airing worth seeing. I must say something of that we were at, as Mr Brown would style it, ‘A place of vast capabilities’ stands high, the ground lays well, and the views round it far preferable to most in that county.8

         

         Nowadays, an array of settings of magnificent scale contributes to the historic and cultural fabric and beauty of this country: Alnwick, Blenheim, Burghley, Chatsworth; Harrow and Wimbledon; from Petworth, Broadlands and Sherborne in the south to Trentham and Temple Newsam in the north; Prior Park, Newton and Ugbrooke in the south-west to Kimberley and Heveningham in the east; from Cardiff Castle and Dinefwr in the west to Warwick Castle and Croome in the Midlands; and many more.

         A few private estates are little-known, but the majority of Brown’s surviving landscapes are open to the public, valuable cultural and sporting amenities, wildlife havens and breathing spaces. To appreciate how Brown left his mark, the reader needs to picture the landscapes he encountered at the beginning of his career.

         A brief summary charts the evolution of English landscape up to his day. Early nomadic settlers surrounded their homes with deep ditches, fishponds and moats for security and sanitation. Their livestock grazed surrounding common land, as men excavated roads and built large barrows to bury their dead. Native trees defined field and property boundaries, with oak the dominant species in wood pasture. Farmers cut back trees (pollards) above grazing height for building material and divided agricultural terrain with ridge and furrow. Trees were valuable assets. Managing woodland for fuel and income by coppicing, cutting down to the stump, proved a sensible way to revive healthy woodland, letting in light so that trees flourished and seedlings grew at no cost.
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               September 1990, near Chatton, Northumberland Patchwork fields and moorland, with windswept trees breaking the line of the high horizon.

            

         

         A conscious drive for development, over and above survival, differentiates mankind from the animal kingdom. By Tudor times, imported trees were shading delightful, herb-scented potagers and enclosed private physic gardens, reminiscent of the cloistered garths of early religious houses. Prosperous landowners planted avenues to their manor houses, which were often adjacent to a wood, and established long rides to link their lands.

         Successive kings and queens introduced European design to royal gardens, setting a trend for mathematically precise, manicured grounds with strong axes, eye-pleasing vistas and reflective linear canals in place of irregular fishponds, and building pavilions or ‘standings’ at high vantage points for watching deer-coursing. Earthworks were no longer defensive in origin. Mounts and raised terrace walks, a convenient solution for quantities of excavated earth and canal spoil, offered charming views of the gardens and surrounding countryside. English gardeners laboured to measure and lay out levelled grounds and long walks, orderly orchards and kitchen gardens, to emulate the spectacle of much-visited palace gardens in France and Holland. They pleached lime trees, clipped box, holly and yew hedges, and created intricate, cutwork, patterned ‘floors’ or ‘parterres’, in season dotted with colourful flowers, visible from the upper windows of the great houses.

         Land slowly devolved from royal control. Ownership of deer parks, once the prerogative of the monarch, became more widely permissible, though devastating civil wars left estates abused by soldiers badly neglected. Coke-fired blast furnaces for glass-manufacturing and smelting of lead, tin and iron consumed vast timber resources, which were also needed for housing and for shipbuilding, critical to defence and overseas trade. Besides providing industry with resin, turpentine and tar, wood was necessary for mining.
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               May 2010, Boughton House, Northamptonshire A recently restored canal, ‘Dead Man’s Reach’, in formal early eighteenth-century gardens inspired by Versailles.

            

         

         The diarist John Evelyn (1620–1705), a founder of the Royal Society, voiced concerns, following the Civil War, about the supply of quality timber for building and the iron industry. His milestone publication Sylva – A Discourse of Forest Trees (1664, reprinted three times by 1706) advocated planting avenues, ‘cabinets of fruit’ and walnut trees with ‘codlin’ (apple) hedges and copses with ‘tufted’ trees (raised stems).

         Early eighteenth-century ‘bird’s eye’ engravings show great houses approached by elm or lime avenues, the trees often planted a rod apart, and walled gardens surrounded by extensive radial rides for galloping through new, densely packed plantations and clearings ‘enamelled’ with wild flowers. Horizons changed. Landowners had obviously heeded Evelyn’s forward-thinking advice, despite profits not being as immediate as from agriculture. Much-travelled, moneyed aristocrats developed country retreats along refined, classical lines, variants of Dutch, French and Italian/Roman styles. Their elm walks had intricate wroughtiron gates and carved stone arches to define thresholds to a series of sheltered garden ‘rooms’ furnished with shade houses, arbours and exotic wall-trained fruit trees.
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               September 2004, Castle Howard, Yorkshire The pine cone finial is a symbol of eternity.

            

         

         Extensive hedged walks and forest rides became symbols of status, as much as canals, fountains and plunge baths, allegorical stone statuary, heraldic beasts, urns and balustrades, and banquet houses where sweetmeats were served. Generals retiring from Flemish battlefields asserted dominion over their local terrain by investing in groves of clean-stemmed trees. They created crossed walks and vistas to monumental urns and obelisks ‘for eternity’, and prospect towers to entertain spectators of hunting and racing.

         Nurseries and seedsmen multiplied in response to the demand from progressive landowners, intent on surrounding country retreats with parks and requiring quantities of trees and ‘quick’ hedges (such as hawthorn) for arable, waste and common lands claimed by parliamentary acts of enclosure.9 Slightly better wages in industry, road-building and river navigation schemes inevitably attracted manual workers, leaving high-profile gardeners who faced critical shortages in manpower to advocate simplified, more relaxed designs requiring less maintenance. The invention of the seed drill by a farmer, Jethro Tull (1674–1741), and the four-field crop rotation promoted by Charles, 2nd Viscount Townshend (1674–1738), contributed more to changing country views than essays in The Spectator by Joseph Addison (1672–1719), heralding, over and above agricultural or sporting prowess, ‘the pleasure of the imagination’.
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               2007, Hartwell, Buckinghamshire The goddess Juno.

            

         

         One influential designer, Batty Langley (1696–1751), loathed ‘abominable mathematical regularity’, the elaborate business of cutting and trimming, and motivated owners to turn a whole estate into a ‘nonstiff’ garden by getting their gardeners to ‘humour’ nature.10 By the time the legendary supervisor of Chelsea Physic Garden, Philip Miller FRS (1691–1771), was enthusing about diverse groves of fir trees, yew bowers and wildernesses of flowering fruit trees, the planting of trees had become, without doubt, the most popular pursuit for gentlemen.
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               September 2011, Rousham, Oxfordshire The best surviving example of William Kent’s garden designs, with a serpentine rill.

            

         

         The poet Alexander Pope (1688–1744) loved the way forest scenery intensified feelings. His writings found favour with Lord Burlington (1694–1753), a prominent amateur architect who pressed his protégé William Kent (1685–1748) to create captivating garden settings for Chiswick. This Italian-trained artist’s flair for summerhouses, temples and rustic buildings, with rich Rococo flourishes in interior furnishings, found equal expression in clients’ gardens. A burgeoning mining industry fuelled a craze for geology, providing fossils, sparkling minerals and shells to decorate garden seats by springs of water. Kent conjured such natural and lyrical views that Pope consulted him regarding his Thames-side villa garden at Twickenham. Visitors entered Pope’s garden through a grotto in the undercroft inspired by underworld myths, where the mind could play with elements of fancy or fantasy.

         If twenty-first-century mechanical landscaping equipment is now hugely more versatile, efficient and sophisticated, the ethos of improvement and ongoing management in the face of climatic challenges remains relevant. The eighteenth century offered arguably the greatest and most dramatic changes in garden style. Even when incorporating older trees from earlier designs, Brown masterminded polished, fresh and modern settings that proved a revelation.

         A sea-change in the look of English gardens accompanied a surge in agriculture, forestry and water-engineering. This brought more than physical change as centuries of straight, rigid lines and enclosing walls gave way to continuous curves. Georgians shared their expanded boundaries and new adventures, like prisoners emerging from strait-jackets, celebrating liberation and visual sensation. Men and, more unusually, women actively engaged with ‘safe’ exploration of the wider natural world. Brown, quicker and bolder than most other improvers, grasped this unexpected freedom from formality to exploit seemingly endless capabilities wherever he was employed.
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               April 1994, Beechwood Park, Hertfordshire Middle-distance planting – Brown’s signature cedar of Lebanon, Scots pine and oak are, sadly, all past their prime. A round grove beyond, one of a receding series of plantations, alleviates the flatness of the land.

            

         

          Each generation since has made their value judgements, their own choices as regards taste and style, as fashion dictates and fluctuates. There have been many myths, misapprehensions and misconceptions about Brown. Perhaps this book will convey the sheer variety and surviving drama of his stage sets, and will counterbalance negative jibes vilifying him as the ‘vandal destroyer’ who demolished exquisite, formally organised gardens surrounding the country’s great houses.

         I challenge historian Christopher Hussey’s curious assessment in the Introduction to Dorothy Stroud’s pioneering biography: ‘Brown was not a painter. I do not think he was particularly sensitive to visual impressions.’11
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               August 2008, Madingley Hall, Cambridgeshire Brown surely considered the view to the lake from this window of the first-floor reception room.

            

         

         With painting and fine arts high on society’s agenda, the land Brown loved was his canvas, nature’s resources his materials. Largely as a result of his endeavours and legacy, ‘natural’ parkland is one of the few English arts to achieve worldwide recognition. It is no coincidence, and no exaggeration, that his work later inspired the country’s greatest landscape artist, J.M.W. Turner (1775–1851).

         More immediate than paintings and engravings of the period, I trust my photographs will engage and inform. Centuries later, they reveal altered, aged and weathered landscapes. Many Brown trees have been lost, or cropped, as was often his intention. Some sites have been restored sympathetically in Brownian fashion. Others contain formal terracing once more. Whatever the case, many maintain an enduring link with Brown through his greatest gift: ‘sense of place’.

         Let us examine ‘Capability’ Brown’s world before his last footprints disappear: his many journeys, the money and energy he expended, the professional associations and friendships he forged, his ground-breaking trials and setbacks. He never published his designs, let alone his ideas. Ascertaining exactly what he accomplished is not easy. He studied, and learned to exploit, the same colours and textures as landscape architects today, the same earth and grass and plant material, the same timber, stone and brick, gravel, sand, glass and iron, and, best of all universal elements other than the air we breathe, life-enhancing water. After perusing these pages, the reader might be prompted, I hope, to ‘walk the ground’ with sufficient confidence to compare and weigh up some authentic, surviving examples of this remarkable man’s achievements.

         I share these windows in time, and while factoring in climatic conditions I discuss Brown’s pioneering engineering methods for creating expansive water features. Along with his words, where possible, my images in shades of seasonal light, which Brown and his associates would also have seen, focus on specific sites, pinpoint his planting, and reveal his architectural innovation. I hope they will serve to answer those age-old questions: how – and why – did he do it?
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               April 1990, near Alnwick, Northumberland A wintry view, with snow still lingering and the distant Cheviot Hills silhouetted by the setting sun.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER ONE

            NORTHUMBERLAND
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               February 1988, Holy Island, Northumberland Lindisfarne Castle warmed by late-afternoon sun.

            

         

         No one lives in Northumberland without being touched by its wild terrain. High hills unfold beneath vast skies. Ever-changing light accentuates infinite sweeps of craggy, wind-whipped moorland, punctuated by dense stands of Scots pine protecting lonely farmsteads.

         Rugged slopes of coarse tufted grass are dotted with thousands of sheep. Warmed in season by gorse, heather and bracken, the hills are silent in winter, their contours softened by pillows of snow. Space and solitude reign.

         This ancient territory, north of the River Humber, colonised by Romans, converted by fervent monks and Holy Island saints, was once claimed as a kingdom by invading Norsemen. Eastward, in place of Viking invaders, castles and abandoned ruins command endless, empty stretches of coastal dune.

         Inland, the raids of the Border reivers long since history, granite peel towers and fortified farmhouses, or ‘bastles’, continue to stand guard over small farming communities.

         This is Border Country, the ‘back pocket of England’,12 home to Northumbrian pipes, fireside stories and gentle humour, a land of singular charm and majesty, the birthplace of Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown.

         Little of Brown’s early life is recorded. As far as is known, his parents, Ursula and William Browne, were tenant farmers.13 They moved down from Elsdon, a rough and lawless reivers’ community above Redesdale, to peaceful grazing land some ten miles further south-east. Kirk Harle,14 their small village (now a hamlet called Kirkharle), on the ancestral estate of the Loraine family, nestled in the secluded valley of the River Wansbeck. Here, in 1716, the second youngest of their six children was born one (unrecorded) summer’s day.

         On 30 August 1716 (probably soon after the birth) the baby boy was christened Lancelot in St Wilfrid’s, a fourteenth-century church, little more than a chapel.

         Four years later, his father William died. At about this time, Sir William Loraine, 2nd Baronet (1658–1744), a barrister and one-time MP for Northumberland, inherited the estate. It seems likely that he developed a close, supportive relationship with the bereaved Brown family, since he later became the children’s patron and first employer.

         This Brown’s schooldays were spent in Cambo village some three miles north-east of his home. He followed his older brothers John and George to the plain, stone-built schoolhouse, where the Master, Thomas Gastle, was much respected. All three Brown boys achieved professional status, but Lancelot, by all accounts, was particularly quick to learn, eager for any opportunity for self-improvement.

         On the daily three-mile trek to and from school he crossed the Wansbeck, pausing to watch comings and goings at the largest country house in the neighbourhood. A wealthy Whig, Sir Walter Blackett, had inherited the Wallington estate and immediately began building. Lancelot witnessed great changes, especially when grandiose new stables were commissioned and his brother, George, was taken on as builder and mason. George assisted the architect Daniel Garrett (d.1753), who had worked for Richard Boyle, 3rd Earl of Burlington (1694–1753), well known for his Palladian taste. Brown was intrigued, and certainly stimulated, as Gateshead nurseryman William Joyce improved the grounds with widespread plantations. 
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               TOP RIGHT July 1989, Kirkharle, Northumberland Later in his life, Brown suggested adding the bell-cote to the fourteenth-century St Wilfrid’s Church.

               ABOVE February 2000, Kirkharle, Northumberland Traces of eighteenth-century parkland planting surround Kirkharle Hall, with the Cheviot Hills in the distance. The road (left) leads to St Wilfrid’s Church. My camera lens has flattened the view, but I was pleased to see new tree-planting since my last visit.
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               TOP LEFT July 1989, Cambo, Northumberland (NT) The Old Schoolhouse now bears a stone memorial plaque dedicated to its most famous pupil, Lancelot Brown.

               ABOVE April 1990, Wallington Hall, Northumberland (NT) Brown went to school in Cambo village above Wallington Hall in the picturesque Wansbeck Valley. Later, in the 1760s, he gave advice to improve Wallington’s grounds. A few traces of his planting remain, for instance on the hill behind the house.

            

         

         Closer to home, Loraine at Kirk Harle set about planting: ‘24,000 forest trees, 480,000 quicks, 580 fruit trees, divided his grounds, built new farmhouses, drained morasses, cleared land of ponderous stones for the village’.15

         The local community admired him for his learning, and especially for the garden fountains and fishponds he installed, ‘the first regular ones known in that country’.16

         In 1728, Loraine decided to replace an old monument on the hill near his house. As a twelve-year-old, Brown may have watched, or even helped to position the restored stone. The inscription reads:

         
            This new Stone was set up in place of an old one by Sr Will. Loraine Bart. in 1728 In Memory of Robert Loraine, who was barbarously murdered in this place by the Scots in 1483 for the good service to his Country against their thefts and Robbery as he was returning home from the Church.

         

         On leaving school, Lancelot followed his eldest brother John into employment on the Loraine estate. He received basic training in the cultivation of fruit trees, the art of hedging and the practicalities of trenching, creating drainage for tree plantations that improved the views from the manor house. This is where he was well grounded in both levelling and fieldwork, learning to assess and survey the land.
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               February 2000, Kirkharle, Northumberland Despite the peaceful rural setting, the Loraine Memorial is a disturbing reminder of man’s barbarity.

            

         

         Every Brown landscape repays exploration and offers surprise – rounded hill and hollow, cascading burn and sinuous pool, hanging wood and hidden grotto, a grown-up ‘hide and seek’. Wherever he worked he recreated, perhaps subconsciously, the open, undulating countryside of his boyhood, dominated by the ever-present hills, Cheviot and Hedgehope.

         Weather was a challenging factor in farming, gardening and lake-making initiatives, especially in the dry years of the early 1730s. He learned how to dam and redirect streams safely, how to tap springs, to lay pipes, build conduits to channel water, and then restore any disturbed terrain.

         Managers of coalmines were operating horse-driven pumps that by the late 1730s were also assisting tunnelling and pile-driving in bridge-making. Considering there was a local open mine nearby at Wallington, Brown must have been fascinated and enthused by experiments using the hydraulic power of Savary or Newcomen steam engines17 to pump out water from shafts.

         Men with his expertise were often shared among neighbouring landowners to direct the labour force. Brown worked for Mr Shafto at Benwell Tower as well as assisting in the creation of a lake at Bavington, the construction of a grotto and cascade at Hartburn, and conceivably the enlargement of fish ponds at Wallington and possibly Capheaton.

         His brother John had been promoted to steward (and would later marry Loraine’s daughter), and Brown was equally determined to advance, despite being afflicted with asthma. Outdoor work then was advised for sufferers.

         Prospects in the area were limited for someone with Brown’s experience, and Loraine, by then in his eighties, was beyond contemplating any more large-scale projects. Aged twenty-three, a typical Borders man with a strong sense of identity, Brown made the bold decision to leave home, perhaps with his first patron’s letter of introduction tucked reassuringly inside his coat. 
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               March 2005, Kirkharle, Northumberland Brown’s first landscape, where he received a good grounding in land management: drainage, levelling and planting. A few remnant trees survive from his later professional improvement plan (c.1766): a singleton on the rise (A), a beech clump (B) and an enclosing tree belt on the distant horizon (C).

            

         

         
            
[image: ]
               July 2015, Kirkharle Hall, Northumberland Returning recently, I was delighted to see the landscape restoration inspired by Brown’s improvement plan (c.1766) for the Loraine family, with the lake Brown envisaged at its heart reflecting the ever-changing Northumberland skies.
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               May 2014, Grimsthorpe Castle, Lincolnshire A courtyard gateway frames a view to the lake in the Vaudey valley below.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER TWO

            MR BROWN ENGINEER
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               August 1998, near Sleaford, Lincolnshire Flat, fertile fenland landscape created by seventeenth- and eighteenth-century landowners with extensive, deep drainage ditches to further grazing and agricultural opportunities.

            

         

         Picture the landscapes young Brown encountered, on perhaps his first long expedition away from home, en route to Lincolnshire, a politically powerful, sheep-farming county producing much of the nation’s food. Did he board a coastal vessel in Newcastle, destination Boston? Perhaps he endured an uncomfortable coach ride. Maybe he rode alone, negotiating a growing network of improved turnpike roads,18 or avoided tolls by heading cross-country over rough terrain, along old Roman roads, muddy drovers’ ways and rutted pack-horse tracks. Was he wary, stopping to ask strangers for directions, or to recommend inns for board, lodging and welcome company?

         Woods and windmills, church steeples and towers interrupted the horizon, the monotony intermittently relieved by a glimpse of a medieval stone castle, with here an abbey ruin, there an isolated manor house, surrounded by walls and orchards, with labourers toiling in the fields, to remind him of home.

         The world that Brown surveyed appeared more optimistic. Memories of civil and continental wars were fading, views were changing radically as a result of politics and travel. Except for London, a few industrial towns in the north-west and the mining areas in the north-east, England was still largely rural. Family networks of sophisticated, landowning aristocracy19 and educated gentry continued to dictate a hierarchical society. If fewer than half the population were literate, however, the hard lives of workers were beginning to feel more secure and more progressive.

         Better communications by road and sea were enabling an expansion of commerce and banking, making additional finance available for building, collecting fine art and leisure pursuits. Gentlemen journeyed abroad on an educational Grand Tour almost as much as nobility. On their return, enthused by new sights and trading opportunities, the prosperous chose to imitate continental fashions, refining their homes with souvenir furniture, statuary and paintings, and making ostentatious new gardens in the ‘grand manner’.

         An ethos of self-improvement was beginning to filter through to even the most rural community. Pioneering land reclamation schemes for grazing, following techniques introduced in the previous century by the Dutch, were transforming Lincolnshire’s marshy fens. Engineers and ‘fen artisans’ raised huge flood banks with clay core walls, built bridges for access, sluices to hold the water back, and large, wind-powered wheels with paddles, known as ‘Dutch’ engines, to pump water out into rivers.20

         A wealthy lawyer and former High Sheriff, Joseph Banks II (1696–1741), grandfather of the renowned botanist explorer Sir Joseph Banks, had invested greatly in developing his rural estate at Revesby, some seventeen miles inland from Boston, the capital of the fens and England’s second largest port after London. Like his father, a contemporary of Brown’s first patron Loraine, Banks was an influential MP, Fellow of the Royal Society and, of considerable consequence locally, was agent to the Duke of Ancaster at Grimsthorpe Castle in the south of the county.

         In 1738 an Act of Parliament, calling for more engineers, committed the Court of Sewers to raising finance for deepening and straightening navigable rivers for shipping and for further fen drainage, in direct competition with the ‘Adventurers’, another group of landowners.21 This Act had played a major role in Brown’s decision to leave Northumberland. Joseph Banks, as Clerk of Sewers, was well placed to find employment for an already experienced young man, with engineering part and parcel of his chosen career in land improvement.22 His neighbouring landowners, Lewis Dymoke and Bennet Langton, told Banks that ‘Mr Brown’ made a good impression, and was worth consulting on matters of enclosure and improvement.23

         Banks may also have introduced Brown to his future wife. Bridget Wayet was born in 1719 to a ‘very respectable county family’, William Wayet and his wife Margaret Kelsall, and christened in Boston.24 During the summer months, the Wayet family rented a house near the River Bain at Tumby, a small hamlet on Banks’s estate, a perfect place for courtship. Years later, Brown’s youngest son Thomas would recall the lifelong friendship his father had enjoyed with the Banks family.25

         A London seedsman, who trained under Brompton nurserymen George London (c.1640–1713) and Henry Wise (1653–1738) to become a designer to the aristocracy, Stephen Switzer (?1682–1745) deserves a special place in the story of the landscape garden. His work, especially his continental-style axial gardens at Grimsthorpe Castle, and his writing, particularly authoritative research into the properties of water, later made quite an impact on young Brown.

         In 1715, following George I’s accession, Robert Bertie, 4th Earl of Lindsey, was created Duke of Ancaster and hereditary Lord Great Chamberlain of England. A city merchant and a founder of the Bank of England, the new duke invited the versatile playwright and architect Sir John Vanbrugh (1664–1726) to make fitting alterations to the county’s premier seat.

         Grimsthorpe Castle, Vanbrugh’s last work, was arguably his best in terms of scale and proportion, appropriate to its high, narrow ridge location. He brought in Switzer to enhance the castle setting – the two had collaborated to great effect at Castle Howard and Blenheim. Along the main approach from the north, Switzer designed The Oaks, a fashionable ‘wilderness’, in reality carefully structured, with exploratory paths snaking among new plantations. To the south he created wide-ranging garden walks along the ridge, while his ‘arrowhead’ bastion garden reflected Vanbrugh’s theatrical emphasis on the great military traditions of the Bertie family: a star-shaped fortress design, consisting of a series of low stone walls and ditches enclosing groves of mixed trees and garden walks, with arresting views over parkland and pasture. Similar to the continental-inspired baroque gardens Switzer had laid out for the royal gardener Charles Bridgeman (d.1738) at Blenheim, such ideas essentially stemmed from north European defences.
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               August 2006, Grimsthorpe Castle, Lincolnshire The ducal crest on the castle parapet, also seen (far right) on wroughtiron gates in the clairvoie screen, bears a ducal crown, battering rams, the wild man of Grimsthorpe and the monk, with Ancaster’s motto: ‘Loyalty Me Oblige’.

            

         

         This country commission afforded Switzer the time, peace and motivation to write, seeking to advocate commonsense ideas such as a circuit riding, or enfilade, to survey the whole extent of the park, where eye-catching clumps of trees, left to grow naturally, were placed on every prominent rise.26
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               The fine north front, Sir John Vanbrugh’s last work. The splendid ‘gate guardian’ oak veteran (left) may date from Brown’s later advice (1770s).
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               Dr William Stukeley, A View from Grime’s Walk in Grimsthorpe garden (1736). All images here Courtesy © Lincolnshire Archives, with the permission of Grimsthorpe & Drummond Castle Trust
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               Dr William Stukeley, The Duchess Bastion in Grimsthorpe Gardens (1736)

            

         

         Switzer’s treatise, The Nobleman, Gentleman, and Gardener’s Recreation (1715, later published as Ichnographia Rustica, 1718), was dedicated to the Duke of Ancaster. It succeeded in raising the profile of his profession by combining the history of gardening with much literary quotation set alongside judicious, practical advice, thoughtfully printed in small books for owners and foremen to consult in the field. Over and above the power of panoramic rural prospects, as at Grimsthorpe, he emphasised their economic significance, which naturally appealed to landowners:

         
            Utile dulci.... By mixing the useful and profitable parts of Gard’ning with the Pleasurable in the Interior Parts of my Designs, ... are thereby vastly enlarged and both Profit and Pleasure may be said to be agreeably mix’d together … if the Beauties of Nature were not corrupted by Art, Gardens would be much more valuable. … It cashiers those interlacings of Boxwork, and such-like trifling Ornaments, and substitutes the plain but nobler Embellishments of Grass, Gravel and the like, in which we so excel other Countries.

         

         Switzer went on to publish The Practical Fruit-Gardener – Being the Newest and Best Method of Raising, Planting, and Pruning, All Sorts of Fruit-Trees (1724), and an even more significant work, An Introduction to a General System of Hydrostaticks & Hydraulicks, Philosophical & Practical (1729, two volumes), addressing how water was stored and used in the countryside.

         Writing from Spye Park, Wiltshire, Switzer made a point of seeking advice from Dr William Stukeley (1687–1765), specifically on how to exploit falls and levels for mills and pumps. The antiquarian draughtsman of earthworks, ruins and gardens had become a friend and confidant. He was also a map-maker, having surveyed both Lincolnshire and Cambridgeshire fens. In one letter Switzer boasted about his cascade at Spye: ‘equal to any in the French Gardens, the Falls of the Water being over Steps and rough Work of different Kinds and different Heights, of about 30 or 40 Foot Fall’.27

         Switzer may have intended to take similar advantage of the natural springs and fishponds that once served an old Cistercian foundation, St Mary’s Abbey, in the Vaudey valley below Grimsthorpe Castle. (The name Vaudey comes from ‘Valle Dei’ or Valley of God.) Convenient, healthy ponds and efficient watercourses were as essential for plants and produce as for gentlemen’s houses and attendant offices, stables, laundries, dairies and brew-houses. However, owing to the South Sea débâcle and Ancaster’s consequently depleted coffers, only Vanbrugh’s magnificent Romano-Palladian north front was realised. Remodelling the entire castle, let alone any sizeable experimental hydraulic works, was now totally out of the question.28

         A decade later the situation changed. On 15 October 1739, the 2nd Duke of Ancaster’s son and heir (also named Peregrine Bertie) married Lady Nicol, a rich widow. Joseph Banks II, the duke’s agent, acted as trustee for a generous £70,000 marriage settlement (the equivalent today of about £10 million). This union provided enough finance for major improvements to the castle park, including Switzer-inspired waterworks. Moves to enlarge fishponds and canals or dam small rivers and streams to create ‘natural’ irregular lakes were rarely driven solely by aesthetics or persuasively lyrical commentators. Banks, as Clerk of Sewers, paid by Ancaster to hold tribunals and to organise Court of Sewers dinners at Grimsthorpe, knew just the man for the job. Mr Brown, newly arrived in the county, had sufficient know-how and drive to act as overseer.
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               Kip/Knyff, Grimsthorp in the County of Lincoln, the Seat of the Rt. Hon. Robert Earl of Lindsey (bird’s-eye engraving, 1707). Detail: The River West Glen (Jockey Lodge indicated by star).

            

         

         It seems possible that the duke lent the young improver his dedicated copies of Switzer’s books to study. Brown initiated an experimental hydraulic scheme to exploit the ‘Ladie Spring’, situated high above the Vaudey valley, which had served the Cistercian monks. He took up residence at nearby Witham Manor for the duration of the project, his rent paid by his new patron.
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               Tycho Wing, Survey of Grimsthorpe Park (c.1745]. The same area, now Mill Dam Pond, an irregular, naturalised lake. An island (arrow) is on view from Switzer’s bastion garden (bottom arrow).

            

         

         Bitterly cold winters in 1741 and 1742 saw work in the park involving plumbers, blacksmiths, ironmongers and carpenters. The plan was to pump fresh spring water from a deep well, and channel it several hundred yards by gravity to store in a cistern on the edge of Bishophall Wood. The idea was eventually to attempt to pump the water from the cistern up to another tank by the castle, over a mile and a half away. In preparation for this, Brown moved orchards from the proximity of the castle to an appropriate east-sloping site further south (later made into an extensive walled garden).

         The duke paid Brown for ‘paviour’ work: earth-moving, conduit building, ramming clay, levelling and laying stone. Men carted clay to reinforce both the dam banks and the edge of the southernmost fishpond and probably reused stone from the old ruins of the abbey and Bishop’s Hall or from barns along the water’s edge that he dismantled. In this way they realised a ten-acre, irregular basin, ‘Mill Dam Pond’ below Mill Hill, the solution to an area of the River West Glen susceptible to flooding. With an eye for detail, he created an island to hide the unnatural-looking straight dam, thus protecting the principal prospect of the park from Switzer’s bastion garden.

         Brown then began rebuilding and reinforcing the causeway dam that carried the Four Mile Riding from Bytham to the castle. This sham ‘Red Bridge’ (possibly named for underlying red brick foundations) had water filtering through a sluice under the central arch. Later, its thirteen arches were faced with stone.29
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               TOP LEFT John Grundy, A perspective View of the Engine House and Bishophall Wood, Survey Book (1753) (see opposite). The hexagonal engine house was once central to the park view.

               ABOVE May 2006, Grimsthorpe Park, Lincolnshire A foreshortened view from the castle gardens to the lake, initially naturalised by Brown.

            

         

         In summer 1744, long after Brown had left the area, the 3rd duke looked to a local engineer, John Grundy Jr (1719–1783), to complete the project that Brown had initiated to pump spring water to the castle. Grundy also built a new dam to support an even greater body of water encompassing all the fishponds. His survey book includes a pen and wash drawing of the Red Bridge across the lake, and another depicting an elegant hexagonal stone engine-house and a nearby cistern-house.30 To judge from the dearth of trees in the vicinity, and considering another Grundy illustration of his great dam and the lake in an equally barren landscape, some historians doubt that Brown was ever involved. He did work at Grimsthorpe, but at this early stage in his career water engineering, rather than planting, had taken precedence. In fact, years later, the scale of changes Brown had made, especially initiating the large-scale hydraulic project, prompted the 3rd duke to add his signature to a petition, with other eminent patrons, recommending Brown for the position of Master Gardener to King George III. However, long before that, his endeavours in the Vaudey valley led directly to a promotion to one of the most prestigious gardens in the land.
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               May 2006, Grimsthorpe Castle, Lincolnshire King John’s tower (right) dates from the twelfth century. The rest of the south front, in marked contrast to Vanbrugh’s north front, is sixteenth-century. Four stone torches signify ‘Enlightenment’.
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               John Grundy, A Perspective View of the Red Bridge from the Keeper’s Lodge, Survey Book (1753). This and top left opposite Courtesy © Lincolnshire Archives, with permission of the Grimsthorpe & Drummond Castle Trust.
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               September 1997, Stowe, Buckinghamshire (NT) The colonnade of the Temple of Concord and Victory frames a veteran Scots pine, a remnant of Brown’s planting in the Grecian Valley.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER THREE

            THE FINEST GARDEN
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               September 1997, Stowe, Buckinghamshire (NT) The sham Shell Bridge, designed by William Kent.

            

         

         Winter 1739–40, one of the severest on record, saw the River Thames frozen over for more than six weeks, from Christmas Day to the middle of February. At Stowe, Buckinghamshire, Richard Temple, 1st Viscount Cobham (1675–1749), was one of many landowners encountering serious problems from the weather. Brown was recommended to him and travelled some eighty miles across country.

         Arriving at Stowe, he immediately addressed the drainage issues, including the water supply to the mansion. The faint sketch of watercourses, apparently in the background of Charles Bridgeman’s earlier survey (1719),31 may well be by Brown, pencilling in his proposal for the excavation of a ‘New River’, involving an underground conduit leading from natural springs in Conduit Field.

         Here was no ‘kitchen garden hand’, a myth later invented, and then perpetuated, by his critics. From his first day on site, hired in a temporary capacity, his pay, plus board, was more than that of ordinary surveyors, equivalent to a good head gardener’s income, £25 a year (£3,625 today). He was an accomplished journeyman overseer, able to measure, estimate and value work. Moreover, at least four key associates from Grimsthorpe, including a plumber and a carpenter, accompanied him to Stowe, men he could rely on for hydraulic work. The following winter was just as harsh. Brown was again called across country to mend a broken dam in the gardens, ‘the Head of the River in ye wood’.32 
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               April 1991, Stowe, Buckinghamshire (NT) One of two Oxford Lodge gate piers by William Kent (later moved to its present location) frames one of two Boycott pavilions by James Gibbs, Brown’s first home on marrying Bridget (1744).

            

         

         In March 1741 Joseph Banks II died of ‘atrophy’. Brown continued to oversee works at Grimsthorpe until the harvest was in. That November, having journeyed to Stowe to continue his scheme there, he heard some distressing stories. The previous summer, Cobham’s steward had committed suicide. What was perhaps just as upsetting, his successor, Potts, with whom Brown had conveniently boarded, had absconded after stealing money from his patron.

         On the first day of the New Year, the Great Lord Chamberlain, the Duke of Ancaster, also died. This news was swiftly relayed to Cobham as a Privy Councillor, who, with Brown on site, wasted no time. Having been let down twice, he desperately needed a trustworthy supervisor for his ambitious building programme. He had witnessed Brown’s aptitude and focused energy at first hand, noting the way he, at not yet twenty-five years of age, handled his men. As one of Marlborough’s generals, Cobham recognised innate leadership and decided to offer the young improver a permanent position as his steward and head gardener, a classic case of ‘the right man, in the right place, at the right time’. Not having to test or compromise his loyalty, with both his patrons now gone Brown was free to seize this prestigious career opportunity.
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               October 1999, Stowe, Buckinghamshire (NT) William Kent’s Temple of Ancient Virtue dominates the Elysian Fields.

            

         

         Matching the ambition of his new patron, Brown welcomed the unprecedented chance to shoulder responsibility for both the ornamental and the productive aspects of the most famous garden in England. He set to work straight away and, because he kept accounts conscientiously, any suspicions were soon dispersed.
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               April 1991, Stowe, Buckinghamshire (NT) William Kent’s Temple of British Worthies, including Sir Isaac Newton (right). It is built as an exedra, an outdoor semicircular seat or portico, a feature of ancient Greece and Rome as a place for discussions.

            

         

         Imagine the impressive scale and layout of canals and fountains, parterres, temples and triumphal arches now in the care of Brown and his workforce. Bridgeman had surrounded the ornamental gardens with a deep, dry ditch and retaining wall, an occasional bastion jutting out where the long walks met, overlooking the park. His obelisk, in the centre of the Octagon pond below the house, was meant to have a gravity-fed jet of water but it never functioned satisfactorily and was later moved. Stimulating views called to mind ancient legends, Roman monuments and more recent battles. A series of straight walks, with trees left unclipped, intended – some say – as a more romantic interpretation of life’s journey along earthly paths, through love and war towards heaven’s gate, focused the attention westward towards the hub of Bridgeman’s asymmetrically skewed design in response to the topography. The Rotunda was Vanbrugh’s shrine for the curvaceous Medici Venus or her Greek equivalent Aphrodite, Goddess of Love, the most popular statue of the day.

         William Kent had been invited by Cobham to develop the ‘Elysian Fields’, the heaven of the Ancient World, in place of a public road.33 His choice naturalistic planting, largely Scots pine and clipped laurel ‘lawn’, was beginning to look established, setting off the winding, artificial ‘River Styx’, to mirror more architectural conceits, the Temples of Modern and Ancient Virtue and, on the opposite bank, positioned to catch afternoon and early evening light, his unique, curved exedra Temple of British Worthies, with the Roman god Mercury, guide to souls in the underworld, in the central niche. Brown, just as every visitor, could pause to contemplate this great seat, and doubtless, from time to time, reflect on the legacy of sixteen remarkable individuals in the story of England, among them King Alfred, Queen Elizabeth I, King William III, Sir Francis Drake, William Shakespeare, Inigo Jones and Sir Isaac Newton. Lastly, unusually, was the Catholic poet Alexander Pope, still living.34 
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               J.C. Nattes, View of the Round Tower in the park, Stowe (1805), also called the ‘Saxon Tower’. Courtesy © Buckinghamshire County Museum, Aylesbury. Originally an engine house, now known as ‘Keeper’s Lodge’.
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               July 2001, Stowe, Buckinghamshire (NT) Keeper’s Lodge, the site of an early steam pump.

            

         

         Brown’s forty-man team included, besides gardeners, four masons under contract, with stone supplied from three different quarries, working on new stables and no fewer than seven new garden buildings, such as the Queen’s Temple; they were also to finish the Palladian Bridge. Opportunities to learn were manifold and Brown took full advantage. Embarking upon a more scholarly approach to construction and architecture, he copied out a fifteen-page glossary of architectural terms so as to be able to communicate with artisans. The urge to create and innovate was strong. Soon he began to draw his own designs, and went on to undertake interior improvements to Cobham’s private apartments, including building a new staircase and altering the chapel. Brown was an uncompromising taskmaster, ordering unsatisfactory walls to be taken down and rebuilt, and steps relaid. He also assiduously kept his employer informed about every move with transparent honesty: ‘An acct shall come on Tuesdays post all the work people have been employ’d & likewise the plan of the Long Room. I should have sent it this post but could not get it finished.’35

         The early 1740s were unusually dry, in particular June to September 1741 and 1743, evidently one of the worst dry spells of the century. Works in the gardens reflect the need for water. A round, rustic stone ‘eye-catcher’ surrounded by oaks and Scots pines on Stowe’s highest hill, the Keeper’s Lodge has an unnaturally wide chimney and, at ground level, unusual circular openings in the stonework (now walled up). It was originally designed to house an engine. For five months, from Lady Day through to Michaelmas 1741, the blacksmith Thomas Bennet collaborated with ironmongers, a cooper and a ‘collar worker’ to dig a new well and install a steam engine pump (also known as a ‘fire’ engine). When required, water could be pumped across from springs in Conduit Field, stored in cisterns and gravity-fed to irrigate vegetables, flowers and fruit trees in a new ‘kitching’ (kitchen) garden that Brown, in November 1742, conveniently tucked below the hill, putting six men to thatch its cob (not brick) walls. The following three months’ accounts detail great activity:

         
            Brown and his boys laying turf ... sweeping leaves and weeding gravle, ... repairing and helping the Elpalliards’ (espaliers), pruning, ... staking and ‘nailing’ new planted trees. ... Washing the trees to prevt the Deer barking them, ... weeding and Rooling (laying out) the Garding..., trees Weeding, harrowing gravle, Rolling laying turff Filling up Holes in Nelsons Seat whear the trees had been taken out.36
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               June 2001, Stowe, Buckinghamshire (NT) Bridgeman’s straight ha-ha (right arrow) between Vanbrugh’s Lake Pavilions (c.1722) and Brown’s sunk fence dividing the pasture (left arrow) are barely evident.

            

         

         As the Palladian Bridge neared completion, Cobham also paid ‘Brown and his boys’ handsomely for conduit building and moving an immense volume of earth. Nearer the house, they levelled the terrain away from the building to ease drainage. They filled in garden pools, dismantled fountains, and, probably to prevent a repeat of problems caused by acute frost, lowered existing pipes in order to drain kitchen and office waste-water into Eleven-Acre Lake.

         Over time, Brown’s simplification transformed labour-intensive and water-dependent gardens to open up a manageable, watered landscape of scale. Was this because of aesthetics or pragmatism? Almost certainly a combination of both, as his men tore up hedges and parterres, and replaced them with a broad, smooth, more drought-resistant turf sward, seeded with Dutch clover. The lawn calmed the scene and successfully set off the architectural splendour of the house, sloping gently down to a freshly gravelled Abele Walk (Poplar Walk) leading towards the reflective waters of the Octagon.

         On several occasions during the drought, Cobham’s nephew Richard Grenville called Brown across to Wotton for advice, and probably to clear out silt from the great pond called ‘The Warrells’ while water levels were low. Each time he paid him a guinea (today £152).37 Again, ideas sketched on an old survey are probably Brown’s. In December 1742, labourers began transforming an existing fishpond and low-lying parts of Cleere Field below Wotton Launde (Lawn) into a ‘Great Pond’ (see p.74). In an attempt to recycle water back at Stowe, where once a large water-wheel existed close by the Temple of Venus, Brown cannily hid a horse engine underneath the rear of the building.

         The more changes made and solutions to problems found, the more open space Brown created, the more his confidence and aesthetic finesse grew. In 1742, Samuel Richardson (1689–1761) noted: ‘Some grand walks are now making by the Side of a fine Lawn from which we see numerous herds of Deer.’38

         In adapting the third edition of his travel book, A Tour thro’ the Whole Island of Great Britain (1724), Daniel Defoe devoted seventeen of a total thirty-two pages to the gardens of Stowe, at a time when Brown was engaged in improvements. Taking in the vistas from the Belvedere, he detected one snag: ‘Here we had likewise a view of the South Front of the House up an Avenue of stately Trees; but great Objections have been made to the Narrowness of it.’39

         In 1744, Stowe became the first garden to open to the public, with an illustrated guidebook produced by Benton Seeley (1716–1795), a writing-master at Buckingham:

         
            … to give a plain Account of the GARDENS of the Lord COBHAM at STOWE: As they are esteemed, by Persons of the most exact Taste, to be the finest in this Kingdom, and perhaps in Europe.40

         

         All this undoubtedly brought Brown wider acclaim, but there were other matters on his mind. That November, Joseph Banks’s daughter Elizabeth eloped from her home in Revesby to marry a neighbour, James Hawley MD, at Gray’s Inn in London. We can only speculate whether this gave Bridget, tired of waiting for her sweetheart’s return to Lincolnshire, the courage to set off for Stowe two weeks later. Whatever the case, on 22 November 1744, shortly after her arrival, Bridget Wayet and Lancelot Brown exchanged vows by special licence in St Mary’s Church, in the gardens.

         The young couple then settled down to married life in the unusual West Boycott Pavilion, ‘a very good habitable house’,41 on the main approach to Stowe. Here their first four children were born: Bridget (1746), Lancelot (1748), William (1750, who lived only one month) and John (1751).

         For the gardens, ½ lb of ‘Scotch Fir’ seed headed one order (1744/5) from a specialist London nurseryman, James Scott.42 The seeds for the new kitchen garden included Persian melons, Turkey cucumber, Italian broccoli, Dutch turnips and Strasbourg onions. What seems surprising, since Brown is mostly associated nowadays with acres of grassland and parkland trees, is that he planted bulbs, including four dozen ‘largest roots of Double Ye sweet-smelling Junquil roots’, an old variety of double narcissus, now known as Telemonius plenus ‘Van Sion’.
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                     TOP LEFT April 1991, St Mary’s Church, Stowe (thirteenth century)

                     ABOVE LEFT March 2007, Lincolnshire Jonquil Telemonius plenus ‘Van Sion’.

                     RIGHT September 1997, West Boycott Pavilion, Stowe (NT)

                  

               

            

         

         Though he is often accused of banning flowers behind kitchen garden walls, his accounts record men ‘digging the flower boarders in the laines’ and sowing twenty-three different annuals. Picture laurels sited for shelter, with periwinkles as ground cover, and blue and pink larkspur, wallflowers, hollyhocks and carnations planted along the meandering walks leading to the newly tiled, thatched grotto, a suitably quixotic setting for the family to entertain distinguished guests by evening torchlight.
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               A nineteenth-century engraving shows a ‘timber-bob’, similar to the tree-planting device invented by Brown.
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               September 1997, Stowe, Buckinghamshire (NT) The Gothic Temple of Liberty and, still bright after restoration, the memorial to William Pitt, Lord Chatham.

            

         

         Ingeniously thinking up new solutions to problems, Brown invented a device, effectively a pole on wheels, to assist the manoeuvring of mature trees. First pollarding larger branches, before strapping the tree trunk to the pole, his men levered out the tree using horsepower, the axle of the wheels acting as a pivot, gradually teasing out roots with as much rootball as possible. They wheeled the heavy tree on the contraption to a new location, where they built up the soil around its roots, ensuring that the trunk was supported with guy-ropes until it had settled. Little by little over the years, the atmosphere of the gardens softened. In thrifty fashion, ‘thinnings’ on the west supplemented vistas towards the east, where the latest and most prominent features could be appreciated in the best possible light. Brown’s seemingly more natural planting was far from random. Making use of a 110-yard measuring chain costing £3 5s 0d (today about £460), he took great pains positioning trees, considered each individual setting just as Kent had done and refined every view from every angle.

         Although Catholics were still mostly shunned by society, Cobham chose to commission a highly regarded Catholic architect, James Gibbs (1682–1754), perhaps persuaded by his Book of Architecture, of use to Gentlemen concerned in Building (1739). Brown was able to observe the architect’s close collaboration with craftsmen as they raised his unusual, triangular building in rusty-orange Northamptonshire ironstone.43 When it was finally finished in 1748, Cobham dedicated the Gothic Temple, in celebration of traditional British architecture, ‘To the Liberty of our Ancestors’. In complete contrast to Kent’s secluded Elysian Fields, in its open meadow setting on the brow of Hawkwell Field, this temple towering above the great gardens could be seen from almost every corner, and offered, more than any other building, dramatic and extensive views of the countryside. Brown chose select trees, cedar of Lebanon, holm oak and beech, to set it off, allowing space for them to grow well. Without question Stowe’s most memorable, most affecting prospect left a powerful impression on the Northumbrian.
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               September 1997, Stowe, Buckinghamshire (NT) The Temple of Concord and Victory dominates the Grecian Valley, where the hollowed-out levels of Brown’s failed lake are still discernible.

            

         

         Despite increasing frailty, Cobham determined on another new venture, a ‘Grecian diagonal’: a neoclassical temple aligned on the rising sun, ‘one of the noblest objects that ever adorned a garden’.44 On close inspection, a certain naivety of design, together with typically convenient features, indicates that Brown was the driving force.45 The idea was for the temple to be reflected in ‘new waters’. Labourers dug out a massive volume of earth, 23,500 cubic yards, to create a basin with steep slopes, surrounded by a laurel terrace, and found the best clay at Brick Kiln Farm to make the walls of the dams. Following the latest trend Brown intended filling an ‘Oval Pond’, on two levels, by pumping spring water through his ‘Barn River’46 conduit, controlled by sluices with iron gates. However, when 1746 proved a very hot summer, he had to confess that drought was once again causing problems:

         
            My lord,

            As to finishing the Head of the Oval I had never formed any other idea on it than what your Lordship gave me which was to Forme the Laurell Plantation with a sweep under it and Concave to the Ovall that the Slope of the Heads your Lordship thought might some time or other have statues put on it, but gave me no absolute Orders to finish it and indeed I think it would be better not finishing this season, I thinking that a sumer’s talks and Tryels about it may make it a very fine thing. The Springs fill the Oval much about a barleycorns head a Day. I can only add that my hope is still biger than my fear that your Lordship will see it full.47

         

         Experiments continued but, with water in short supply, and early pumps notoriously inefficient, the scheme was eventually abandoned. Failure, a rare experience for Brown, was sobering. There was little time to mope for a man who could make lakes. His water-engineering skills, as also his building know-how, were increasingly in demand. Cobham showed great benevolence, especially during 1747, when the house was let while he remained in London, in permitting Brown to advise other local landowners.48 That May, a nephew of Cobham, Captain Thomas Grenville, was killed during a naval engagement against the French. Cobham chose the north side of the half-empty basin in the Grecian Valley to set a fitting memorial column inscribed ‘The Muse forbids Heroic Worth to die’.49

         Brown began tackling another major project, building an octagonal prospect tower, with enough confidence to alter the original design by Gibbs. Sadly, before the end of 1748, Cobham too passed away. Lady Anne commissioned a statue of her husband, dressed as a noble Roman emperor, to surmount Brown’s tower, overlooking his precious gardens and offering views over five counties.50 A memorial shield bears Alexander Pope’s inscription: ‘As we cannot live long, let us leave something behind us, to show that we have lived’.

         Though there was plenty of work in the immediate locality, well-connected clients with disposable income were more accessible in London. Brown made plans to leave, dutifully remaining long enough to oversee the underpinning of the garden front of the house, and finishing both the Grecian Temple interior and the Conduit House. The summers from 1746 to 1749 had been exceptionally hot and 1749 was also very dry. His first design in virgin territory had proved a catastrophe through lack of water – an experience that probably proved the making of the man. One of his final tasks was to sign a receipt for 45 lb of Dutch clover seed, white-flowering Trifolium repens, enough to clothe approximately seven acres of bare earth. This helped to create a ‘Grecian Valley’ in place of his failed lake, perfect for grazing sheep.51

         In 1751, Brown moved Bridget and the family to London. They rented a house (now gone) on Hammersmith Mall overlooking the River Thames, where Queen Catherine, widow of Charles II, had planted tall elms to shade the promenade, ‘the finest specimens of the kind in the west of London’.52 Lord Burlington’s Palladian villa at Chiswick, an archetype of fashion, was less than a mile away. Brown was spoilt for choice of nurseries, besides having established a reliable working relationship with James Scott nearby at Turnham Green. Hammersmith was a hamlet of Fulham, a flourishing market garden suburb. Together with neighbouring parishes and several prominent nurseries, the area was known as the ‘great garden’ of London.

         By this time most major roads out of London had become expensive turnpikes by Acts of Parliament. Those serving Cambridge cost 6d (today £3.50) for a gig, a light two-wheeled one-horse carriage, and 3d (£1.75) for a saddle horse. Over the next twenty years, the booming economic climate enabled prosperous towns to organise the formation of hundreds more turnpike trusts, particularly in the west and northwest. All the same, travel, if steadily more convenient, was still slow, uncomfortable and unreliable. In 1754 a coach journey from London to Manchester took four and a half days.

         Stowe had afforded Brown a period of stability, nurturing his young family while consolidating and refining his modus operandi and eye for planting. A range of aristocratic commissions had broadened his horizons and so he returned to journeying with optimism. Independent, well-placed and positive, he could offer clients the best possible comprehensive advice. He prudently kept in contact with several dependable craftsmen and overseers he had come to know in the Midlands who would prove invaluable in the establishment of a complex practice dedicated to building, water engineering and land improvement. The Thames, London’s main artery for transport, was always awash with barges and ferrying watermen, yet it was also seen as ‘one continuous garden’, a perpetual source of inspiration. Word spread through society’s salons concerning Mr Brown’s ‘capability’, leading to several important commissions both up- and down-river.
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