Parsonage Gardens

_____________________________________________________The 19th century cleric Rev Sidney Smith claimed that ‘flowers, green turf and birds were not worth an hour of natural conversation' and because he referred to the Church as 'a branch of the civil service' he might not have been as shocked as the rest of us by the following advice to modern parsons about how to manage their gardens. 'The permanent planting of low maintenance ground cover is encouraged, as Clergy and their families may be reluctant to commit a great deal of effort to maintaining their gardens when faced with many other demands on their time and energy.’  Sidney Smith and the Synod are in the minority tonight.

Time, energy and a commitment to horticulture were features of parsonage life for generations, especially in the 18th and 19th centuries.  Perhaps we should take a quick look at what preceded the high flowering (literally) of these centuries.  Before the Reformation,  (no wives allowed) parsonage houses were modest affairs.   The Dissolution of the monasteries  around the middle of the 16th century meant rich pickings for the aristocracy and encouraged the landed classes to become rectors.  

Petitions poured into Thomas Cromwell "The Earl of Essex would like Beeleigh", "The Duke of Norfolk is unwilling to seem pushful but feels that where others speak he must too and asks for Bungay and Woodbridge."  "Cranmer thinks that Shefford would suit his brother-in-law."

The creation of rich livings was one thing that influenced  the way parsons gardened.  From the time of the Reformation, rising standards of education amongst the clergy, rising incomes from the agricultural interests of a rectory,  “ownership” of the living and family life all encouraged garden making. But  we should remember that parsons varied.  Some were good, some  bad, some rich some poor and  the poorest were unlikely to use land for growing anything that could not be eaten.  The legacy of the monasteries left the man in Holy orders with a tradition of growing food, wine, meat and medicines.  Every benefice had from 2- 200 acres of  land  and self sufficiency remained vital for all for centuries.  

John Aubrey, writing in 1660 about gardens in general, said that 'our ancestors were contented with potherbs and did chiefly mind their stables,' but I think we can say the story of Rectory gardens starts a little before that.

I want to identify some clerical gardening types.  We can call them the Gent, the peasant,  the teacher and the collector. The first parson we can connect with gardening   was a teacher.  William Lawson was Vicar of Ormesby in Yorkshire and  wrote one of the earliest garden books ‘The new Orchard and Garden’ in 1618. Described in ecclesiastical records as Pastor vigilantissimus, his chapter on tree management sounds as though it was also aimed at improving the welfare of his parishioners: 'Physic holds it possible, that a clean body kept by these three Doctors, Doctor Diet, Doctor Quiet, and Doctor Merryman, may live neer a hundred years.' If men 'whose course of life cannot by any means, by Counsell, restraint of Lawes or punishment, nor hope of praise, profit, or eternall glory, be kept within bounds'  can live to a hundred, is it any wonder that well-tended trees can live so much longer?’ 

In the nervous years before the Civil War, the status of the clergyman was not always high,  but the nobly born George Herbert- another teacher as well as a gent and of course a poet) took Holy orders in 1626 and retired from the world until his early death at the  age of 40 to his parish at Bemerton, near Salisbury.  In his work  A Priest to the Temple, or  The Country Parson a Spiritual Guide for Parsons, there are  directions on how to grow plants for the people of a parish.  The parson should, Herbert thought, ‘condescend even to the knowledge of tillage and pastorage and make great use of them in teaching, because people by what they understand are led to what they understand not.’  Gardening, he wrote,  should be taught to parishioners, because  gardens were dispensaries, as well as places of healing and delight. The parish priest at this time was the person responsible for growing the herbs which were used for healing and for dispensing those herbs.  Friar Lawrence in Romeo and Juliet, you will remember, was also an apothecary, so Aubrey had a point about potherbs.

Growing fruit was another way of bringing parishioners to God.  Ralph Austen, a  Calvinist Proctor of Oxford  University, wrote a treatise on fruit trees pointing out the connections between good husbandry and the good life which included a section on ‘The Spirituall Use of an Orchard’.  Our modern picture of orchards is misleading.  Even in the National Trust's gardens windfalls lie picturesquely in the grass.  But under early orchard trees, everything would have been gathered and used for preserves or cider and sheep would have grazed or pigs  rootled among the fallen fruit.

I thought we should take a quick look at Robert Herrick, just to remind you that some parsons ( gents)  were less inclined to preaching about tillage and pastorage and were bored stiff by country life. The vicar, poet, rake and sophisticated  Royalist felt banished at his  prosperous living (which had an income in the top 25%) on the edge of Dartmoor around 1630.  He  longed for London,  and while in the city, as he often  managed to be, he swore never to return to Devon ‘until rocks turn to rivers,  rivers turn to men’.  But he was forced to live in the benefice for the last 12 years of his life. Comfortably.  Outside his house were a barn, a stable, two gardens and an orchard with poultry and a lamb. Herrick’s poetry is full of, daffodils , cowslips,  daisies, primroses, which might have all been seen in the wild, but it seems safe to assume that  when he mentions  lilies, roses, Marygolds, Pansies or  ‘gallant tulips’ (his words)  introduced to England around the end of the 16th century, all these would have been garden plants and  so would  fruit.  Especially  the cherries  with which he compared  the lips of  Anthea, Julia, Corinna, Perilla and  the rest. Although, we are told that  he did foreswear poetry  and presumably mistresses when he was ordained. 

Thomas  Traherne, a more spiritual poet parson than Herrick, chose  the peasant path and   was praised for ‘being continually resident among us in Herefordshire’ around the middle of the 17th century. Traherne was very poor and probably more of a blue domer than a gardener. ‘When I came into the country and being seated among trees, had all my time in my own hands, I resolved to spend it to satiate that burning thirst which nature had enkindled in me from my youth,’ he wrote. 
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Gardening was probably not Traherne's thing, although like other unworldly parsons he may have respected the tradition of the idea of Paradise as a garden. Throughout the 17th century gardens were thought of as appropriate resorts for meditation and reflection.  This continued into the 18th, with gardening being regarded as especially suitable for "clergymen and other studious persons that have a taste for beauty and order". (John Laurence 1726).

I have told you about Gentleman parsons, peasant parsons, and didactic parsons, and the last category to emerge before the end of the 17th century, is  the plant collecting parson.  In the 1680s, Samuel Gilbert,  son in law of the great gardener John Rea,  as well as Shropshire clergyman wrote,  ‘A Florists Vade Mecum.’ He was a Florist- which means a grower of rarities rather than the modern meaning of an arranger of flowers- as well as a vicar. What would the Church of today think of moonlighting Florists?  Gilbert wrote that he scorned the trifles - meaning flowers - adored amongst countrywomen, 'but which were of no esteem to a Florist who is taken up with things of more value'.  As an auricular fancier, who ran a small nursery 'for advertisement' (could this mean that he was anxious not to be thought mercenary?) he would have been no stranger to value, because in his day, double  striped auriculas were worth as much as £20, which would then have been an enormous sum of money. As well as auriculas, Gilbert grew 20 kinds of anemone, another florists' flower, and he was proud to claim  that among the plants he grew were ‘many of the rest not yet seen in England.’

By 1704  it was recorded that there were 'a vast many wretches whose benefices do not allow them to buy clothes' (let alone auriculas).  As late as the end of the 18th century John Clare mentions a wattle and daub parsonage in Northamptonshire, among cottagers' dwellings, but 'Queen Anne's Bounty'  founded in 1704,  did restore  an increase in the incomes of the poorer clergy,  from a fund raised from  tithes which Henry VIII had taken.  Absent parsons were required to mend their houses and be ‘continually resident’ in their livings and now we get to the high point of parsonage gardens.  Many Hanoverian clerics  from  the early seventeen hundreds  became leading provincial naturalists, scientists and antiquarians and the best of all these for our purposes was  the Reverend Gilbert White.  From this  Gentleman parson we can discover a lot about the rectory garden in 1740s.  

The Wakes was a family house, which White loved and was constantly improving, with eyecatchers and follies of a more modest and imaginative nature than his aristocratic neighbours who went in for temples and statues.  White made an obelisk of wood 10' high, a heliotrope, which he described as 'a pleasing eye trap to promote science and measure the path of the sun'.  He cut a vista through several hedges, placing his gates to lead to a silhouette of Hercules on a painted board.  He had a ha ha and a hermitage where his brother dressed up as a hermit and where strawberry feasts were held, with guests encouraged to come as shepherds and shepherdesses, long before Marie Antoinette had the same idea.

It was not all show and fancy dress at The Wakes.  Gilbert White was  a great grower of produce. Walnuts , plums, melons, vines, nectarines, cherries, white currants and gooseberries are all mentioned in his Garden Kalendar.  Pigeons eat his broccoli,  he grows spinach for winter,  celery under a hand glass,  asparagus and beans,- he was one of the first to grow broad beans. Much of the work he did himself, although he does mention ‘the man’ in his diary from time to time. In the kitchen garden, fruit was trained on walls in an arrangement that was standard throughout 18th and 19th centuries.  Peaches, nectarines and apricots were alternated with vines (others used cherries like the French to act as fillers until the peaches covered their full span).  White had passion flowers at either end of his fruit walls.  He supervised the hotbed filled with cartloads of dung for the cucumbers anxiously and often.  The man probably wheeled the dung.

Like other gardens of the period, The Wakes had shady walks for the ladies and mown walks for games.  A young Frenchman who kept a diary in Suffolk in 1789 described 'what the ordinary English gentry call a garden, a small well tended place for walking.  There are little gravel paths well rolled; the grass is cut every week, the trees are of very rare species all coming along naturally, but with care taken that they are not covered with moss, that the ivy doesn't get near them and a thousand other precautions and refinements that are practised unseen, but which help to make these gardens enjoyable.'  Gilbert White's garden would have had plenty in common with this description and in addition, we know, he had laurels 'to screen the necessary house' and masses of flowers. Nasturtiums, double daisies, foxgloves, scarlet lychnis, hepaticas, crocus, snowdrops, tulips, honeysuckle, valerian, iris, hemerocallis, jasmine, lilies, sweet peas, sweet Williams, candytuft, hollyhocks, columbines, alyssum, auriculas, and monthly and province roses are all recorded.   His problems are the same as  those of modern gardeners.   Green finches peck the  Polyanthus (although we only get sparrows at home). Mice eat the crocus, squirrels bark the trees and it rains too much.  Like us, the plants that were ordered often fail to arrive. His neighbour sends for a black grape and gets a white one. 

In contrast to the agreeable life of Gilbert White, our peasant parson for the 18th century will have to be Dr Primrose from The Vicar of Wakefield, written by the son of an Irish vicar, Oliver Goldsmith.  Dr Primrose fell on very hard times, but his daughters still made gooseberry wine monthly and he repaired to a seat overshadowed by a hedge of hawthorn and honeysuckle.  And our collector - a little later in the 18th century, is a Yorkshire parson, William Herbert, who specialised in bulbous plants and after whom Herbertia is named.

For our 18th teacher we can look at the Rev William Gilpin, but this parson, whose living was in the New Forest, was not drawing moral parallels with the cultivation of fruit or trees.  He was teaching taste, or the principles of the Picturesque.    He preached the grandeur of remote scenery in Wales and the Lake District and popularised looking at scenery with the critical eye of a painter.   In the preface to his fashionable Lakes Tour (quite a long way from the New Forest, especially on a horse) he expressed the hope that his work would not be considered 'inconsistent with the profession of a clergyman'.

Jane Austen mentions Gilpin, but mainly in connection with grander gardens than the one around the rectory where she grew up at Steventon in Hampshire which had a neat railing and stately trees- like the Collins’ living at Rosings.   Later, when the family moved to Chawton, Mrs Austen grew vegetables, digging potatoes in a smock and Jane describes ‘nice walks round the orchard’, where Moor Park apricots grew among apples and pears. In her defence,  I might  take the opportunity to question  our chairman’s recent criticism of  Jane Austen’s inaccuracy over appleblossom in The Spectator.  He quotes her  mentioning  that it was out almost at midsummer, in Emma.  But there was, and is, an apple called Court Pendu Plat cultivated since 1613  and known as the wise apple, because it flowers so late and escapes the frost. It does flower in June, around the 10th in Kent, but Hampshire might be colder and summers  do vary, so can we scrub the appleblossom howler?

We know there was an elm walk at Chawton because there is a letter to Cassandra about a November gale 'when 6 highly valued elms came crashing down, including some in the elm walk and on the maypole.'  In another letter to her sister, Jane writes that 'the whole of the shrubbery border will soon be very gay with pinks and sweet Williams in addition to the columbines already in bloom.  The syringes too, (she means lilacs) are coming out.'  In days when pallor was prized and no sun creams existed, a shrubbery walk was designed to be shady, and it would have had a surprisingly narrow gravel path - only about 4'-5' wide - through it to keep feet dry.  Laburnums, honeysuckles, hollyhocks, guilder roses, broom and Daphnes were all plants found in the early 18th century parsonage shrubbery, where ladies walked almost every day.  Fanny Price, in Mansfield Park, says of the shrubbery '3 years ago this was nothing but a rough hedgerow along the supper side of the field and now it is converted into a walk and it would be difficult to say whether it is more valuable as a convenience or an ornament.

Jane Austen's parsonages were for the gentry.  In Mansfield Park, Edmund Bertram's rectory,  the house is to be turned round, with a new entrance, a garden at the back taking in some meadows' - this would be almost impossible now with 'change of use' legislation - and the stream re-arranged, so that 'by judicious improvement' the parsonage might be 'turned into a residence of a man of education, taste, modern manners and good connections.'  The layout described in Mansfield Park was probably based on plans offered by Repton for Jane Austen's cousin's living at Adlestrop.

The Brontë's impoverished front garden at the Haworth Parsonage was a very different affair from the sunny comforts of the Austen's Hampshire houses.  Ellen Nussey wrote of 'the garden which was nearly all grass and possessed only a few stunted thorns and shrubs, and a few currant bushes which Emily and Anne treasured as their own bit of fruit garden'.  In 1845 Emily wrote 'Anne and I should have picked the blackcurrants if it had been fine and sunshiny'.  I bet it never was.

Mrs. Gaskell gives a more detailed description of the front garden: 'Underneath the windows is a narrow flower border, only the most hardy plants could be made to grow there. Within the stone wall, which keeps out the surrounding churchyard, are bushes of elder and lilac; the rest of the ground is occupied by a square grass plot and a gravel walk'. It sounds very dismal. Mr. Brontë once declared 'I will never flag the garden walks . . . it would cost £5, look worse, be more slippery in frost, require washing, and produce weeds between the joinings'.  Other contemporary visitors recorded 'that the Parsonage was well screened at both front and rear by a high wall and that little could be seen except the kitchen window.'  Neither Charlotte nor Mr Bronte liked "gazers".

In Felix Holt, about 20 years later, George Eliot describes the Rectory with a 'deep turfed lawn' - I suppose that means moss, like ours at home - 'the autumn leaves swept, lingering chrysanthemums, cherished tall trees stooping or soaring in the most picturesque variety and a virginia creeper turning a little rustic hut into a scarlet pavilion.'  This picture making, or romanticising, gives us yet another kind of Rectory garden.  The old fashioned sort.  At a time when Tidiness was prized (Trollope was always describing gardens as trim) a few Rectories might have had smart new Flower beds like paper cutouts laid over the turf and filled with flowers in primary colours.  But while this new fangled gardening was going on, Dickens was writing of Mr Boythorn’s pretty former parsonage house, ‘with a lawn at the front, a bright flower garden at the side, and a well stocked orchard and kitchen garden in the rear, enclosed with a venerable wall that had of itself a ripened ruddy look.   But indeed everything about the place wore an aspect of maturity and abundance.  The old lime tree walk was like green cloisters..'  and then he describes a positive harvest festival of produce and reflects that 'stillness and composure reigned within the orderly precincts.'  Nor was Tennyson into carpet bedding.  The full foliaged elms, lilies and heavy folded Roses in his descriptions of Somersby Rectory, where he grew up, had no place in the trim parterre.

There is so much more to say.  I cannot possibly tell you all I want to about Victorian parsons in the time that is left.  Or rather not left, which I know is my fault for dwelling on earlier times.  By the last half of the 19th century, which we are taking as a gallop, many Parsonage Gardens belonged to the teachers and improvers.  I long to tell you about Canon Ellacombe, a collector as well as a teacher and another moonlighter who wrote a gardening column for the Guardian and gave cuttings to his parishioners and quoted Greek epigrams about snowdrops.  Or about Dean Hole, another collector - or roses, whose curate was 'a zealous missionary florist' who established a cottage garden society 'that has reclaimed many a waste place from sterility and many a sot from the beerhouse.'  Dean Hole knew everything that needed to be know about roses, and since I have to end, we might as well finish with the rest of that depressing advice to modern parsons that I gave you at the start. ‘Ground cover is the term given to plants that quickly and effectively cover the ground and thereby reduce the need to weed. Roses – seek advice’.   In 1880 who better to turn to than Dean Hole, or any of the other knowledgeable men over three centuries who found time to garden, as well as to carry out their parish duties and often used gardens  to underline and illustrate their preaching.  In old age, even the worldly Sidney Smith, seeing a crocus on the frosty lawn in January, was heard to murmur  ‘See! The Resurrection of the world.’
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