
propagate your favourite plant successfully has been fully
researched by its collection holder who will be only too happy
to tell you all about it.

The National Collections are to be looked at as living libraries
really and there is a need to encourage more people to take 
the books out. It all looks a little daunting perhaps but though
many Collection Holders are professionals the majority are that
most British sort of person: the quiet, diffident and determined
amateur.

In conclusion I would like to draw your attention to a plant
special to Devon where it originated. It is a plant that has 
history and heritage spread over it like Devon cream on a
scone: the Plymouth Strawberry, Fragaria vesca fructu-hispida,
now known as F.v.muricata. In November 1627 John
Tradescant arrived in Plymouth when he was in the service of
George Villiers, Duke of Buckingham, who had put into
Plymouth following the failure of his expedition to take La
Rochelle from the French. John stayed at a house in Plymouth
where the daughter had been out collecting wild strawberries
for her mother’s garden. Amongst the plants she found was one
that was observably odd and presumably bewitched. So, she
was going to burn it when John Tradescant saw it and rescued
it. He took the plant back to his garden in Lambeth and listed it 
in his catalogue for 1634. However, John Parkinson had already
described the plant in his Paradisus of 1629, the first book to
describe plants in English. For the next century or so the plant
received various mentions in the literature but then seems to
have become lost. It was not until 1880 that it appeared in print
again, in the Flora of Plymouth by Briggs. However, he noted
that it had not been seen for 150 years. By enormous good 
fortune nevertheless, it was found again around this time by 
Dr Masters growing in Canon Ellacombe’s garden in Bristol. Dr
Masters gave a piece to E.A.Bowles who promptly put into a
special bed called ‘The Lunatic Asylum’ at his own famous 
garden at Myddleton House.

The plant is indeed of a mad appearance. In the eighteenth 
century John Parkinson described it as follows, 

"[it] is in leaf much like unto the ordinary, but differeth in that
the flower, if it have any, is green or rather it beareth a small
head of greene leaves, many set thicke together like a double ruff,
in the midst whereof standeth the fruit, which when it is ripe,
showeth to be soft and somewhat reddish, like unto a strawberry,
but with many small prickles on them, which may be eaten and
chewed in the mouth without any manner of offence, and is
somewhat pleasant like a strawberry, it is no great bearer but
those it doth bear, are set at the toppes of the stalks close together,
pleasant to behold, and fit for a gentlewoman to weare on her
arm etc as a raritie instead of a flower".

www.aphotoflora.com

The precise nature of the deformation which this plant shows 
is imperfectly understood. The plant will revert. The author
found one growing in the wild. It was on a bank under the
hedge on the side of the road opposite Plymouth Garden

Centre. However, before you all rush to the spot I must tell 
you that the site has been destroyed by a housing estate.

The National Plant Collections Directory, cost £5, can be
obtained from NCCPG, Home Farm, Loseley Park, Guildford,
Surrey, GU3 1HS. They will also be able to send you 
information about joining as a member

Another Brick in the Wall? 
Restoration or Decay: 
the State of Walled 
Gardens in Devon Today.
Kim Auston, Landscape Architect for English Heritage

Typical of surviving glasshouses in Devon: a glasshouse at Bicton 

(Kim Auston)

This article focuses on walled gardens of the type generally
known as kitchen gardens. A useful description of this sort 
of garden can be found in Jane Loudon’s Instructions in
Gardening for Ladies, 1840: 

In almost all gardens, it is customary to set apart a portion of
ground for the culture of culinary vegetables; and in villas and
country seats, this portion is quite detached from the pleasure-
ground, and is called the kitchen garden. When this is the case,
it usually consists of a square or oblong piece of ground, varying
from one to five acres in extent, according to the size of the
establishment, and inclosed (sic) by a wall ten or twelve feet
high…In front of the wall is a border for the roots of the fruit
trees ten or twelve feet wide, and beyond that a walk usually
four feet wide, leaving a plot of ground in the centre for the 
culture of culinary vegetables and espalier fruit trees. 1

What Jane Loudon fails to mention in her otherwise admirable
description is the plethora of glasshouses that were required 
for a fully functioning kitchen garden, together with the back
ranges consisting of boiler houses, mushroom houses, tool
sheds, potting sheds, fruit stores, bothies and so on.

In the mid-nineteenth century there was a large number of 
relatively small firms engaged in glasshouse construction 
and the related business of supplying heating systems. 
In its issues of January 1841, for example, The Gardeners’
Chronicle contained announcements from a diverse group 
of manufacturers including D. & E. Bailey of Holborn (‘the first
to introduce metallic curvilinear houses to horticulturists’), and
T. Corbett of Pencarrow, Bodmin, who was proud to announce
that ‘he has patented his system of heating horticultural 
buildings’.2 Among the few Devon firms active in this market
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was the Exeter-based nurserymen, Lucombe, Pince & Co, 
who stated in their catalogues that they could produce plans 
for conservatories, greenhouses, hothouses and even Wardian
cases.3

However, on many estates the ‘houses’ required for cultivation
would have been designed and fabricated by estate staff. 
For example, when the Parkers of Saltram decided to build an
elegant greenhouse (the building now known as the Orangery)
they commissioned a plan from Nathaniel Richmond, the 
landscape gardener, which was then ‘improved’ by the estate
carpenter, Stockman.4

By the end of the nineteenth century a small number of firms
had come to dominate the market, including Foster & Pearson,
Messenger, Boulton & Paul and Skinner & Board. 
The Messenger archive records vineries, plant houses, peach
houses, conservatories, tomato houses and forcing houses being
delivered to a range of properties in Devon. Although some,
like Castle Hill, were seats of the aristocracy, many of the
addresses to which the glasshouses were delivered were really
quite modest.5 This would tend to support the findings of a
recent English Heritage study, which shows that the majority 
of walled gardens in nineteenth century England were, in fact,
associated with middle class villas.6

Whatever their size, walled gardens were once hugely 
productive places. Devon is lucky to have an outstanding 
series of accounts for the kitchen gardens at Powderham from
the early nineteenth century. These record at least thirteen 
varieties of apple, ten varieties of pear, six plums, five cherries
as well as damsons, greengages, peaches, apricots, nectarines,
mulberries and pineapples. The variety of vegetables grown 
was equally impressive.7

There are many well-rehearsed reasons why walled gardens fell
into decline: technological advances in refrigeration; the cost of
labour; and the upkeep of garden buildings are most often
cited. Certainly walled kitchen gardens were very demanding 
of labour. A late 19th century photograph taken at Audley End
house in Essex depicts a team of 19 gardening staff;8 and
accounts for the productive gardens at Powderham show that 
in 1800 the Earl of Devon felt it necessary to employ a kitchen
gardener and a botanic gardener in addition to his team of 
regular garden labourers.

For an insight into the running costs of walled gardens today,
Jim Buckland of West Dean in Sussex, estimates that his 
impressive collection of Foster & Pearson glasshouses costs
between £20,000 and £35,000 a year to maintain (repairing 
and painting), with a further £6000 - £8500 being spent on oil
for heating. These are huge overheads and they do not take
into account the three permanent staff and approximately 15
volunteers required to manage the gardens.9 Closer to home, 
a single storm in December 2006 took out about 100 panes of
glass in the walled gardens at Flete, all of which had to be
replaced.10

Because of these unfavourable economics, there is a general
perception that many walled gardens have been lost to 
development; a second perception is that those walled kitchen
gardens that do survive are no longer in productive use; thirdly,
that their assemblage of glasshouses, bothies, boiler houses and
associated buildings have disappeared. It is the purpose of the
remainder of this article to test these perceptions in relation to 
a small sample of walled gardens in Devon.

The sample of sites

The study is limited in its scope and ambition. To begin with, 
it is a desk-based study, supplemented where possible by 
personal knowledge. It uses the evidence of historic Ordnance

Survey maps and recent aerial photographs to give a crude 
indication of change. The dataset is a small one and is limited
to those historic parks and gardens in Devon that appear on 
the Register of Parks and Gardens, but excludes sites that were
designed for a public or institutional use such as cemeteries 
and public parks.

Do the walls that enclosed a walled garden 
generally survive?

By reference to the Ordnance Survey first and second editions
(approximately 1884 - 1906), it was found that there were 35
private estates on the Register of Parks and Gardens with walled
kitchen gardens. By comparing the historic maps with recent
aerial photographs it appears that the boundaries of 29 walled
gardens survive pretty much intact and the remaining six survive
in part. None has disappeared entirely. Of course, it is not
always possible to tell from air photographs if the original walls
survive, or if one is looking at a replacement boundary. In these
cases personal knowledge and reference to the survival of
walled gardens in the Register descriptions has been useful.
However, a full picture will only emerge from a site survey,
which is beyond the scope of this study. Nevertheless, it can 
be said with some confidence that not one of the 35 walled 
gardens examined has entirely disappeared over the past 
century i.e. since c.1906, a finding that is at odds with the 
widely held perception that we have lost most of our walled
gardens.

Are walled gardens still productive?

If the apparent survival of the walls that define walled gardens
in Devon is heartening, the answer to the second question
posed, concerning the number of walled gardens still in 
productive use, is less encouraging.  

Of the 35 walled gardens in the sample, three have been 
identified as having been completely built over: Saltram on the
edge of Plymouth; Watcombe, in Torbay; and Lindridge Park
near Newton Abbot. There are, additionally, a number of walled
gardens which have experienced small-scale development. 
The Register description for Langdon Court near Modbury, for
example, refers to a late 20th century bungalow within the
walled garden complex.11 There is also limited development in
the walled gardens at Lupton, Castle Hill, Mamhead and Stover,
and we understand that the walled garden, at Rousdon in East
Devon, currently has planning permission for two dwellings.

Houses constructed

in the walled garden

at Saltram Park 

(Kim Auston)

At the other end of the scale the study has identified just 
three walled gardens that are being gardened in a manner 
that evokes their former use. Pre-eminent among them is the
restoration of the Burges-designed walled garden at
Knightshayes near Tiverton.  
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The Walled Garden 

at Knightshayes 

under restoration.

(Kim Auston)

The Walled Garden

at Knightshayes 

after restoration

(Kim Auston)

At Arlington in North Devon, another National Trust property,
the kitchen garden is similarly being gradually restored. 
Finally, with little brouhaha, the community at Tapeley Park
near Barnstaple is quietly continuing to cultivate the walled 
garden there.

However, slightly more than half of the walled gardens in this
study appear to be managed in a way that, if not as originally
intended, at least retains a horticultural or quasi-horticultural
function.  At Dartington some of the old nursery standing 
beds are still in use;12 at Sharpham, near Totnes, modern 
greenhouses stand on historic bases, thereby continuing the 
horticultural tradition; at Bicton College, East Devon, the walled
gardens are now used as a teaching resource; at Flete near
Plymouth the walled gardens are being managed by a 
plantsman; and the walled garden at Endsleigh, West Devon, 
is operating as a garden centre. Other walled gardens in this
‘quasi horticultural’ group appear simply to have been grassed
over, as at Youlston in North Devon, Bridwell in Mid Devon,
Rockbeare in East Devon and Mamhead in Teignbridge. Some
of these grassed-over walled gardens are used as private 
gardens, ancillary to a private dwelling but others like Wood
near South Tawton have effectively been abandoned.

What has happened to the bothies, glasshouses 
and ‘back’ ranges?

Of the 35 walled gardens examined, 20 (57%) appear to have
lost most or all of their historic glasshouses. In fact only three
sites have been identified where the glasshouse ranges recorded
as being present c.1906 appear to remain substantially intact
today: Greenway, Flete and Wood. At Greenway the National
Trust has spent just under £150,000 on the restoration of a 
single vinery.13 At privately-owned Flete, there is a range of
Foster & Pearson glasshouses, together with a boiler house 
containing the original ‘Robin Hood’ boiler, potting sheds and 
a fruit store. Wood, near South Tawton, also has the full 
complement of glasshouses and structures mapped in 1906, 
but these are at serious risk of collapse.

Foster and Pearson

glasshouse at Flete

(Kim Auston)

The completed 

vinery at Greenway

(Kim Auston)

This snapshot of the survival of glasshouses and the associated
buildings in walled gardens needs to be treated with caution. 
It is quite easy to identify from an aerial photograph where a
building has disappeared, but it is not possible to know where
a building has been demolished and replaced with another
building on the same footprint. Because of this, we would 
suggest that the loss of historic glasshouses and ranges is likely
to be greater than this study suggests. Once again, this is an
area where site investigation to corroborate the initial findings 
is needed.

Conclusions

This study is inevitably partial and incomplete, and it has 
no greater aim than to take a first, tentative step towards 
identifying broad trends about what is happening to walled 
gardens of Devon.

The study has been limited to a small and highly selective
group of just 35 historic walled gardens drawn from the 
Register of Parks and Gardens. Since the Register affords some
level of protection and is often associated with listed buildings,
a working hypothesis is that this sample of Devon sites 
represents a ‘best case’ scenario. It is likely that walled 
gardens have fared less well where there is little or no form 
of statutory protection. 

However, within the limitations of the study, we have found
that the walls of all the 35 gardens examined survive in whole
or in part. At the same time, we have found only three walled
gardens (i.e. fewer than ten percent) that are being gardened 
as originally intended. Coincidentally the same proportion of
walled gardens has been completely built over (even though 
the enclosing walls survive). The remainder of the walled 
gardens in the study must therefore be considered to be 
actually or potentially ‘at risk’, especially where some form of
development has already been permitted. Finally, we have
found that more than half the historic (i.e. present c.1906)
glasshouses in Devon have been lost. Because of the limitations
of a desk-top study, it has not been possible to reach any 
conclusions about the survival of related structures such as 
boiler houses, bothies, mushroom houses and fruit stores. 
This will require future site survey.

This is a potentially huge subject area and one which, because
of its county-wide membership, the Devon Gardens Trust is well
placed to investigate further.
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The ‘Industrious Poor’: 
Nineteenth Century Devon 
Allotment Gardeners
Clare Greener, Chairman of the Devon Gardens Trust

For the majority of nineteenth-century allotment gardeners, 
gardening was not a matter of choice, but of necessity to
improve their quality of life. High prices of food brought into
focus the problems of labourers attempting to survive on low
wages, many without means to supplement their income. Much
of the countryside had been enclosed to ensure rationalisation
of land holdings or to aid improvement in agriculture, and many
families, both those who had moved to towns to find work and
those who remained in rural areas, were without access to land.
Attitudes to the poor had changed; there was resentment, 
especially from rate-payers, at having to make provision for
those unable, or in the eyes of critics, unwilling, to help 
themselves. People in need were considered to be somehow at
fault, because they were poor. In Devon, from 1770 to 1851,
rents had doubled from 8d (31/2p) to 1s 5d (7p) a week, but
wages had only increased by 34 per cent over the same period
and it was estimated that by the middle of the century paupers
constituted 10.6 per cent of the county’s population.1 Allotments
could contribute greatly to the family budget. Advocates 
estimated produce was worth £10 a year, approximately 3s 10d
(19p) per week.2 With average wages of only seven to nine
shillings (35p to 45p) a week this was a substantial increase.3

Strategies for helping the poor in rural areas had included the
provision of potato plots, oddments of land difficult to cultivate
with a plough, on which their labourers could grow potatoes.
These proved popular with the workers, because they could be
tended easily before or after a day’s work. Popular too with
farmers, they helped keep labourers loyal and ensured wages
were kept at a low level, for example, J. Piggins, in farm service
from 1823 to 1828, was paid £6.10s a year, a miserly income of
only 2s 6d (121/2p) a week, but with the addition of a potato
plot ‘to be Bargain gratis’. 4 The value to a labourer is illustrated
by the fact that John Spurway paid £3 a year for his potato plot
of 1/2 acre, the same rent he paid for his cottage.5

Jeremy Burchardt suggests early allotment provision in Devon
was poor with only ‘eleven definite sites’ prior to 1845.’ 6

However, there is evidence for at least twenty-six sites for this
period which suggests that it was not the allotments that were
scarce, but that the evidence to prove their existence remains to
be found. 7

Partially as a response to the Swing riots against high rents and
low wages, which began in Kent and quickly spread to other
parts of the country, a branch of the Labourer’s Friend Society
was formed in 1834 to provide allotments at South Molton.
Another, at Exeter St Thomas, provided loans to labourer’s 
without funds, to purchase pigs and seed potatoes.8 Also in
1834 the Devon and Exeter Botanical and Horticultural Society
encouraged the ‘allotment system’ among their members: 

The committee cannot too strongly recommend the adoption and
extension of that system to those whose property enables them to
give it a fair trial… to foster and confirm industrious habits in
the labouring poor, by exciting a spirit of emulation, and the
hope of reward, which is truly said to sweeten labour. 9

Although at least fourteen allotment sites were established in
Devon in the decade following the disturbances, there has been
no evidence found to suggest that these were as a direct result
of the riots, especially as ‘Devon was only marginally affected’.10

However, some of the major landowners who organised 
allotment schemes in Devon not only had large holdings in the
county, but also land elsewhere and would have been well
aware of the rioting and labourers’ demands for access to land.
These included Sir Thomas Dyke Acland of Killerton, The Duke
of Bedford at Tavistock; Lord Fortescue at Castle Hill who was
affected by a wages strike during the riots; and the Courtenays
of Powderham who would have known about the troubles
locally at Abbotskerswell, Newton Abbot, Cockington and
Highweek in December 1830.11

Rioting was not confined to the 1830s in Devon. Although food
shortages and high prices seem to have been the major triggers,
the decline of the woollen industry and in the second half of
the 1840s, the potato blight, which affected many labourers who
relied upon the potato crop to feed their families, were also 
factors. Poor harvests and insufficient imports, exacerbated by
the potato shortage, caused food prices to rise dramatically.
Rioting broke out in May 1847 in Torquay and quickly spread to
Dawlish, Exeter, Crediton, Tiverton, Okehampton and Honiton.12

Again, one of the responses to the rioting was provision of
allotments.13

The town of Buckfastleigh had been hard hit with the collapse
of the woollen industry. Shops were closed ‘and workmen
obliged to apply to the parochial authorities for relief.’ 14

A group of woollen merchants joined together to let thirty acres
of charity land in the form of allotments. ‘Vegetables of all kinds
in abundance and quantities’ were grown and ‘sold at low
prices’, providing work for the ‘allottees’, giving their families ‘a
plentiful supply of vegetables at a little outlay’, and providing
low cost produce for people of the town.15 At Bideford, the
Mayor, clergymen and ‘leading gentlemen’ of the parish formed
an ‘Association for the encouragement of a system of allotments
for labourers’, but many early allotments such as those at
Kenton, Powderham, Tavistock and South Molton were let by
large land-owners.16

Rent
James Caird, in 1851, expressed concern that labourers often
had to borrow an advance from their wages to pay allotment
rents, which led to ill-feeling between master and workers.
Rents for individual sites varied considerably and depended on
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