
condition after 80 years of use. 
The Blackman family were academics and Dr

FF Blackman was an internationally respected
plant biologist and a Reader in the Department of
Botany at Cambridge University. To their house
came scientists and other academics and a report
in the Cambridge Evening News dated 17th
February 1983 mentions that the notable
nutritionist Dame Harriett Chick lived in the
house during the 2nd World War (she discovered
that Ricketts was due to a vitamin deficiency
rather than an internal disease). Many of the
houses in west Cambridge housed evacuees
during the 2nd World War from the London
School of Economics and University College
London.

Many stayed and contributed to the research
carried out by important scientists, having
enjoyed the hospitality given to them.

The house and its relationship to the formal
garden predate by some 13 years the formal
garden layouts designed by Professor Neville
Willmer (Fellow of Clare College). One such
formal garden designed by Willmer in 1938 still
exists at No 197, Huntingdon Road, Cambridge
(The Gardens of Cambridgeshire A Gazetteer by
Cambridgeshire Gardens Trust, 2000, p43).

These gardens, laid out by academics, are now
few and far between in west Cambridge and, if
lost, would erode the knowledge, now being
discovered, that academics laid out important
gardens and became respected horticulturalists.
One has only to consult Ray Desmond’s book ‘A
Dictionary of British and Irish Horticulturalists 1977’ to
read that over 120 entries refer to Cambridge
University academics and their achievements in
Horticulture”.

The City Council decided that the garden and summerhouse
were to remain.

Earlier this year I was contacted by Dr Haslam of Apple
Court, Newton Road, Cambridge who explained that Apple
Court was designed by Eric Lyons before he proceeded to
work on the Highsett development along Hills Road. Ivor
Cunningham was responsible for both landscapes. Dr
Haslam, who wrote ‘British Water Plants’, pointed out the
remains of an orchard in the grounds and her concerns for
the maintenance/loss of some plants which had been
removed by a voluntary gardener, who lived in one of the
apartments. The Trust politely wrote to the chairman of the
resident’s association and explained the historical
importance of the landscaping and hoped that future
maintenance would not involve further removal of shrubs
etc. This is a much trickier situation to advise on. Easy
maintenance now seems to be the buzz word in gardening
although gardening is really not all ground cover plants etc.
Some bamboos had recently died, possibly because they had
flowered. But it was interesting to find another site of
historical importance in the city. I went and looked again at

the landscape at Highsett and can report that the planting is
still maintained to great effect especially where the earth is
mounded to form a secret enclosure. Perhaps a member
would like to write an article on these two landscape
schemes in a future newsletter.

During the last few months Charles Malyon and Dr Jill
Cremer have been working hard proof-reading the text of my
book on Wood & Ingram. This they have both done three
times and I would like to record my grateful thanks to them
for giving up so much of their time. Colin King will print the
book which now consists of over 250 pages, but before this
day arrives Sean Baker, who is responsible for setting out our
Newsletter, has the unenviable task of setting out the text of
the Trust’s next book.

It has been fascinating to watch how he has been setting
out the pages, the font size of the print, the addendums and
index. With his amazing state- of-the-art computer he is able
to change chapter headings at the touch of a key and within
seconds every page is altered. All this seems brilliant until
you come away with 250 pages to check that no sentence has
been omitted at the end of a page. Both Jill and Charles have
become astute proof-readers and, if any errors occur in the
final print-out, please don’t blame them as nothing is really
completely perfect.

I was pleased to join a good turn-out of members to visit
the Walled Garden at Luton Hoo recently. This year we are
trying to reduce the cost of visits to enable more members to
attend. But please note that the Trust is paying from its
funds a percentage of the actual cost of each visit. It was a
chilly but sunny afternoon and, after an informative talk in
their porta-cabin, we had tea and then were taken on a
lengthy tour of this five acre walled garden which is divided
in two by a central wall, and then to the bothies, heating
room and glasshouses which were protected by thick
polythene sheeting. All the research had been undertaken by
local NADFAS members. It was proper that they were able to
accompany us on the tour. See the short article about this
walled garden later in this newsletter.

As some of you will know, the proposed relocation of the
Milton Road sewage works in Cambridge was to be at Honey
Hill in Fen Ditton, some 250 yards to the north of my house.
For the past two years I have tried to come to terms with this
proposal, but with the help of objections from local
residents in the villages of Fen Ditton, Horningsea, Stow-
cum-Quy and Teversham, the County Council have at last
stated that housing is ‘not appropriate’ for the Milton site
and the sewage works will remain where it is now. 

Please note that this is the thirtieth newsletter that I
have produced for the Trust and I rather think I should take
a rest and hand the job to another member. Is there a
volunteer who feels they could take over this role? 

Thinking about the years the Trust has been established I
think that over 100 gardens have now been visited by
members and I hope this will long continue as we find
future gardens of interest. What has been so gratifying is
how generous all the owners have been in allowing us to
look over their grounds and their support is greatly
appreciated. I wonder if there is a volunteer who would like
to take over this role?

I only mention these two examples as I have found the



T
he walled garden at Luton Hoo was established by John
Stuart, 3rd Earl of Bute, soon after he acquired the
estate in 1763. He was a former Prime Minister and first

Director of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew. His garden at
Luton Hoo contributed to his reputation as a noted botanist
and horticulturalist. Successive owners of the estate adapted
the garden to match the changing fashions in gardens over
the years. Upon returning from the Grand Tour in the 1760s,
the 3rd Earl of Bute commissioned Robert Adam to build the
house. Remodelled again by Smirke c.1827 and largely
rebuilt after a fire in 1843 and altered again by Mewes and
Davis, it remains an impressive building.

Numerous heated glasshouses were built by the Leigh
family in the last quarter of the 19th century for the
production of fruit and vegetables but only a few of these
remain today. The largest of the glasshouses, built by the
firm of Mackenzie and Moncur for Sir Julius and Lady
Wernher (daughter of the Grand Duke Michael
Mikhailovitch and Countess de Torby), is evidence of the
extravagance of the Edwardian period.

The garden continued to be productive well into the 20th
century, only to fall into decline from 1980 onwards. Now
the focus of a fascinating restoration project, the garden will
be revived and its structures repaired for the enjoyment of
future generations.

The walled garden walls were designed by Capability
Brown at the request of Lord Bute and were completed by
1770. (Brown also designed a serpentine lake to the east and
planted groups of trees running down from the house to the
lake.) The walls were added to at the start of the 20th
century, increasing the height to 15 feet, to accommodate
the height of the span fruit ranges built by Mackenzie and
Moncur on the north and west walls. Today the pipes and
pumps to supply water to the fruit in the lean-to glasshouses
can still be seen running along the tops of these walls. The
walled garden appears on plan to be a perfect octagon but on
closer inspection the length of the north west wall is longer
than its opposite counterpart. The enclosed space is
subdivided by a cross east west wall with a wide central
opening with piers surmounted by stone vases filled with
fruit and vegetables. The opening in the centre of the
southern wall of the garden looks, through elaborate
wrought iron early-20th century gates bearing the cipher of
AW (Alice Wernher), towards the estate agent’s fine brick
house.

Outside and to the east of the garden is a wood first
planted in the 18th century which provides a shelter belt
with paths edged with laurels and yews, which also served as
an ornamental woodland walk for gentlemen between the
Mansion and the walled garden.

Also to the east of the walled garden is an interesting
20th Century Boiler House, less its original central chimney,
equipped with an underground boiler room housing two
coke-fed Cornish boilers, with space for a third if necessary.
Later during the last century the interior was converted into
a shop for selling produce raised in the garden when run as
a commercial nursery. Moving anti-clockwise around the
outside of the walled garden are the Foster and Pearson

Propagation Houses which are the earliest structures that
still remain. These were used for propagation of melons and
cucumbers and were still producing fruit up until the 1970s.

Along the north-east wall are the Back Sheds which
contained the central working indoor areas for the entire
garden. The sheds comprise an open shed, vegetable washing
rooms, tool house, labourers’ mess, potting shed and seed
store. Also here are the Foreman’s mess room, bulb room,
house stores, flower room and the Head Gardener’s office
with a small opening window to pass weekly wages out to the
staff.

Set back from the Back Sheds is the Head Gardener’s
House which was originally built as part of the Leigh
improvement of the Estate and its domestic buildings – it has
been altered over the years.

The Mackenzie & Moncur Conservatory is the most
extensive and exuberant of all the glasshouses at Luton Hoo,
and is the glasshouse for which the wall garden was well
known. End to end it measures 150 feet. The long range was
filled with climbing plants on shelves. Beyond in the central
place was an elaborate fernery with tiered banks of plants.
The ranges, which lie perpendicular to the fernery and long
range, were orchid and carnation houses. These opened out
into the garden with ornamental bedding immediately in
front of the conservatory. This was the site of Lord Bute’s
18th century conservatory which was replaced by a large
Foster and Pearson greenhouse constructed by 1880. This in
turn was demolished to build the structure that stands today
although looking somewhat the worse for wear and wrapped
in ageing polythene sheeting.

Opposite the northern entrance to the M & M
Conservatory are the fine gates also by M & M through which
ladies arriving by carriage from the house first caught a
glimpse of the glasshouse ranges of the walled garden. 

Directly opposite the Head Gardener’s House is another
brick building with a similar elevation. This building, known
as The Bothy, was where single gardeners were ‘managed’ by
a matron. As many as a dozen men and boys were lodged
here under the direct control of the Head Gardener.

Perhaps one should end this description here but ladies
who came to see the glasshouses stayed longer and were
entertained to tea within the timber verandah of the Tea
House and later invited to inspect the charming Dairy
nearby before returning to the House. These two pretty
buildings were constructed for Madame de Falbe and were
the last buildings to be built as part of the Walled Garden in
the later part of the 19th century. Built of knap flint and
originally thatched, these are in the tradition of the cottage
ornee, a rustic retreat which had been popular from the 18th
century.

John Drake 
with assistance from the printed guide.

(If you wish to arrange a similar group visit please go to
The Walled Garden Luton Hoo website –
www.lutonhoowalledgarden.org.uk)

THE WALLED GARDEN AT LUTON HOO, BEDFORDSHIRE
This is a brief description of this 4.8 acre walled garden. 



large steam yacht, the Paulina, which he sold at the end of
the war. During the Second World War he gave £50,000 to
the Treasury, telling a reporter ‘money is the only weapon an
old man like me can fight with’ and in 1940 he paid for two
Spitfires and two more to replace them when they were lost.
He also gave six ambulances to the Red Cross and directed
money to wartime appeals. In 1942, the year of his death, he
made a personal gift of £1,000 to Churchill and invested
sums of £40,000 and £50,000 in War Savings campaigns in
Huntingdon. He wanted Holmewood to be used as a military
hospital but the Ministry of Defence had other plans, namely
for it to be the secret headquarters for American intelligence
in the training and supply of spies and munitions behind
enemy lines. (This aspect is recorded more fully elsewhere in
this paper.) However, before this took place Holmewood was
being used to accommodate people blinded in the bombing
in Coventry and East London.

John Ashton Fielden made his home at the appropriately
named Holmewood; he rarely returned to the place of his
birth, other than during the 1880s and 90s, when it is
recorded that he attended family occasions, such as
weddings, funerals, reunions and parties at Christmas. In the
years following he continued to keep in touch with his
family concerning both business and family matters,
sending a diamond bracelet to his cousin on the occasion of
her wedding and writing off a loan of £70,000 made to a
cousin. It appears Fielden was uncomfortable with his
wealth and his cousin, being less fortunate and having

recently become a widower, was told, not by Fielden but in a
letter from his solicitor, that he was released ‘from all
liability of his loan’.

On 12 February 1942 Fielden underwent a serious
internal operation in Peterborough Memorial Hospital, after
which he was reported to be as well as can be expected. On 5
November 1942 he died at home. (1)

Apart from some family and local legacies, he left most
of his estate to various hospital funds and when the health
service was nationalised all the properties were bought by
the Crown Estates. (2)

The human story does not end here though: by chance,
during our research, we found a letter in Huntingdon Record
Office archives from Des Turner, grandson of Fielden’s head
gamekeeper Albert (Harry) Jackson. We contacted Mr Turner
and subsequently met up and were shown many family
photographs which Mr. Turner put on to a CD and which
form part of this research. (3)

Notes

1. Brian R Law ‘The Fieldens of Todmorden’. George Kelsale
1995

2. Fielden’s Will – York Probate sub-Registry ref 19107LB

3. Hunts. Record Office ref. Acc.3621

Diana Silk

W
hen Fielden bought

Holmewood from Lord de

Ramsey in 1902, Whittlesey

Mere and much of the surrounding

Fenland had been drained and was

under cultivation (potatoes, wheat, oats,

mustard and mangold wurzels being the

main crops), but its name is a reminder

of its former geographical position.

Holme is derived from the Old Norse

‘holm’ meaning an island or raised

ground in a marsh, and on an edge of

the estate can still be seen traces of the

docks used when Whittlesey Mere was

the largest inland sea in Britain. There is

also a reference to a herring gutting

station in Holme parish. The land

surrounding Holme and the estate

which Fielden bought had evidently

undergone considerable change in the

preceding centuries, largely due to the

efforts of the Wells family, previous

owners of the estate, and in particular to William Wells who

had drained the Mere in the 1850s at considerable personal

expense. By the time Fielden became interested in buying

land in Cambridgeshire the area had changed from

traditional fen to agricultural land and it was 6,363 acres of

this peaty agricultural land, described as well-drained and

fertile, mostly let out to tenant farmers, which came into his

hands in 1902 at a price of £120,000. (1)

CGT PROJECT

The History of Holmewood Estate under Fielden

Map showing Holme Wood c.1900



implication they were here, they could incorporate ‘the most
advanced improvements and amenities’. All of which
supports the suggestion that while estate and garden were
scrupulously maintained, no major changes or innovations
took place during Fielden’s time at Holmewood.

There was some buying and selling of land. Purchases

were made from time to time with, it would seem, the aim of
consolidating the estate boundaries and a sale of 2,200 acres
to Peterborough in 1918 but there is no evidence that these
were part of a major plan of alteration. The estate remained
intact until his death. (5)

Similarly, in the garden, the parterres have, by 1924,
given way to lawn and flowerbeds but probably for ease of
maintenance rather than as part of a plan to alter the
garden. Fielden did not entertain and did not host large
fashionable hunting parties. With no admiring ladies to
walk the lawns and terraces and having himself no apparent
interest in gardening or garden design there was no cause to
do other than maintain a pleasant aspect.

At his death the property fell into limbo for a few years
owing to a legal wrangle over the wording of the will and the
estate was managed by the executors while the matter was
sorted. Meanwhile, however, there was a war on. Fielden,
with his usual public generosity and interest in the provision
of medical care, had, in 1941, offered the use of the house to
Peterborough hospital who found the structure unsuitable.
Undaunted, he then offered accommodation to a number of
women who had been blinded in the attack on Coventry and
who were still living there at the time of his death. (6) What
happened to these women is unclear but the house was
taken over by branches of the US and British secret services
and entered a brief but exciting period when spies were
trained and bales packed to be parachuted behind enemy
lines in France and Norway. A small, privately run museum
at RAF Harrington in Northamptonshire has film of the

making and loading of these packs which included radio
transmitters, weapons and ammunition, and of the
operation at Holme. Supplies were brought to the estate by
train, packed in special containers according to precise
instructions given only at the last minute and transported by
road to Harrington whence they travelled by night to

destinations behind enemy lines in an
operation known as Carpetbaggers. It
is to the Carpetbaggers Museum at
RAF Harrington and in particular to
Roy Tebbutt that we owe the
photographs of Holmewood at this
time and the map of the area showing
where the Carpetbaggers operation
took place.

In December 1945 a certain Mr
Carter of Carter Jonas, Cambridge,
estate and land agents, contacted a Mr
Cleverly at the Office of Crown Lands
in Ascot reporting on the estate as
possible investment opportunity. (7)
He indicated that the property had
been left to ‘one of the hospitals’. As
Fielden’s will (8) makes no mention of
this, it would seem that a trust had
been set up in Fielden’s lifetime but
since the work of the trust would have
been completed when the estate was
sold and the money given to the
hospital there is no extant record. The
hospital was not interested in owning

agricultural property, hence the proposal by the executors to
sell and the commissioning of Carter Jonas to deal with the
matter. As a consequence the estate was sold to Crown Lands
(later Crown Estates) for £160,000. Eight years later
Commissioners visited Holmewood and in their report (9)
declared that it had ‘not been too bad an investment’
although they were scathing about the Hall. ‘Not a very
prepossessing house’ they wrote ‘we are well rid of it.’ The
house was, by this time, being used by what was then the
Sugar Beet Corporation – now British Sugar – for the storage
of bags and records.

This document gives a very thorough report on the
condition of the estate and tenant farms. While the land itself
had undergone many improvements and was proving quite
profitable, the buildings were giving cause for concern and
were described as ‘still, despite all our efforts and those of the
Crown Receivers, in a pretty shocking state’. Some were even
described as ‘deplorable’. So bad were they in some cases that
they could only be compared with those in a remote area of
Glenlivet. Although some years had passed since Fielden’s
death and there had been years of war prior to that, and
although peat fen provides a very unstable base for building,
the conditions described did not happen overnight and do
raise a question about Fielden’s management of his estate.
There was no record of criticism of him during his life nor in
any of the subsequent biographical writings and he died a
respected man, but it does seem that someone who could
provide the RAF with an entire wing of Spitfires might have
done better by his tenant farmers.

Map showing Holme Wood 1924



T
hey appear on countless postcards and chocolate boxes

and in millions of photo albums around the world.

They are the iconic image of Cambridge – indeed, for

many foreign tourists, of England. Their name, The Backs,

means only one thing: the verdant cow pasture, lawns,

groves, gardens, avenues and bridges (under which flows the

River Cam) that occupy the space between the backs of six

venerable and architecturally distinct Cambridge colleges

–St John’s, Trinity, Trinity Hall, Clare, King’s and Queens’ –

and the busy Queens Road.

A view along The Backs brings back many half-wistful

memories for me: of wandering along avenues engaged in

debate or gossip; of punting on the river; of dancing on dewy

grass at dawn; and of cycling past looming lime trees in

twilight after a day spent at the University Library .

So the publication, today, of a Landscape Strategy for the

Backs, laying out proposals for this landscape’s next 50 years,

is fascinating to me. To see how this plan has come about, we

need to go back as far as the 16th century, when this area was

all college-owned pasture, gardens and orchards, with

wooden bridges across the Cam. Gradually the colleges

planted avenues of trees and built sturdier bridges. In 1772,

St John’s College sought advice from Lancelot ‘Capability’

Brown, who laid out a ‘wilderness’ on the college side of

Queens Road, which has survived to this day.

In 1799, Brown presented a plan to the whole university,

in which he envisaged creating country house-style

parkland, centred on the white stoned Gibbs Building at

King’s (next to the renowned Chapel), by removing avenues,

widening the Cam into a lake, and planting clumps of trees

to screen the other colleges. Mercifully, this grandiose and

surely divisive scheme was not adopted, maybe because it

removed historic college boundaries and three important

bridges.

In 1979, a communal approach was finally adopted,

when a Backs Committee was formed in response to the

plight of the many elm trees stricken with Dutch Elm

Disease. Trees were cut down and others planted. But the

committee ceased meeting in 1994. Even in the shady groves

of academe, time does not stand still and the recent death,

from bacterial flux disease, of five mature horse chestnut

trees in Trinity Hall’s gardens concentrated minds already

turning to thoughts of renewal and development.

The time was ripe for the colleges to commission a

landscape management plan, which they did from Robert

Myers – the designer of the Gold Medal–winning Fortnum &

Mason garden at Chelsea this year, who has extensive

experience of historically significant projects, public and

private. He also studied at Girton and, like me, has long been

in thrall of the beauty of The Backs.

His idea has been to improve “the legibility, coherence

and visual quality of the landscape as a whole”. This means

retaining and enhancing the underlying landscape

structure, as well as all important sight lines, while

screening the traffic on Queens Road. This is not an easy

circle to square, but is possible with care.

The plan also addresses the problem of over-mature or

inappropriately sited trees with a combination of new

planting and tree removal. Avenues will be subject to phased

replacement and the ‘informal wilderness’ planting beyond

St John’s and along much of the Queens Road edge will be

extended, leaving gaps for important views.

Nor has wildlife diversity been ignored: there are already

water voles in one of the flooded ditches – which are

tributaries of the river – as well as much aquatic bird life. The

creation of a ‘wildlife corridor’ should prove valuable. 

However, the most interesting and imaginative proposal

seems to me to be Myers’ suggestions for Queens’ Green, at

the southern end of the Backs. This city council-owned land

is popular with picnickers and Frisbee-throwers. He proposes

extending an existing beech avenue as far as Queens Road, to

act as an additional “rung” to the “ladder” effect created by

other tree avenues, and planting more trees and wilderness

to partly enclose what is a rather anchor-less stretch of grass.

The diverse trees and shrubs suggested are by no means all

native, but they are congruous. There will be no coloured

foliage.

This is not a radical plan. Indeed, “Capability” Brown

would probably have thought it timid. But it is sensitive and

workable. During the process, Myers made a point of

consulting extensively with each college as well as the city

council. Whether for that reason, or because the colleges

now understand the value of The Backs as a unified

landscape, there has been a remarkable degree of consensus

between institutions well known for prizing their autonomy.

That these colleges should be prepared to subsume their own

interests in the pursuit of a common good has, I feel, much

to do with the quiet effectiveness, good sense and excellent

horticultural connections of both Myers and Donald Hearn,

the Bursar of Clare College who was for many years the

Secretary of the RHS.

Although the individual colleges will carry out the

suggested work in their own time, using their own funds,

and for the benefit of future generations of students, there is

no doubt that the continuing improvement of The Backs will

positively affect life for all Cambridge dwellers, as well as

countless camera-tooting tourists – and dreamy

sentimentalists like me.

The following is a copy of the article by Ursula Buchan which appeared in The Telegraph Newspaper on Saturday,
December 1, 2007. I am grateful for Ursula Buchan’s permission to include her article in our newsletter. I should also

mention that I am a member of the newly formed Backs committee. J Drake

WAY FORWARD FOR THE CAMBRIDGE BACKS
Ursula Buchan is impressed by the landscape plan for the verdant tract at the rear of 

six venerable colleges.



A
t first sight the Island appears to be an idyllic natural
landscape. On closer inspection, however, the telltale
signs of man’s influence become quite evident. What

is not so immediately apparent is that the Island, like the
mansion which takes its name, was created; it is an artificial
island, created more by chance than design, and a landscape
which nature has been trying to reclaim for more than a
thousand years, despite being thwarted by man’s
intervention. Whereas the Hall took only three years to build,
the Island has evolved in fits and starts over nearly two
thousand years.

Prior to the second half of the 18th century there is little
documented evidence about the Island. What we do know is
that it was created when the Saxons embarked on their
ambitious plan to make a small port (the Causeway), and
three watermills, which are mentioned in Doomsday. These
extensive earth works created not just one Island, but three
‘islands’, out of what is the south easterly flood plain of the
River Great Ouse. Before the Saxon era, there is evidence that
the Romans had constructed an aqueduct to supply the
fortified settlement which was set well back from the flood
plain. The aqueduct followed the same route as the mill race
at Island Hall today.

What this island was used for is a matter for speculation.
Did the Saxons or the Danes use it as a stockade for cattle in
times of danger? In the medieval era Post Street was the
centre for Godmanchester’s thriving tanning industry, so
what was the use of the Island? With its close proximity to
the corn mill and tanning yards, it is unlikely to have been
very picturesque! 

What we see today is the legacy of the Jackson family.

Original Jackson and his son, John, were ambitious men who
both served the Town as bailiffs. ‘The modern-built mansion
of red brick, ornamented with Freestone’ was completed by
1749, for John’s marriage & twenty first birthday. The site,
with its two ‘Commonable tofts’ (the right to graze cows on
the commons) had been Robert Stocker’s tanning yard, and
was purchased by Jackson senior two years earlier . Up until
the middle of the 18th century, Post Street, with its close
proximity to the water, was the area where GMC’s tanning
industry had once prospered. Post Street would have been in

marked contrast to Earning Street with its equally
prosperous farms.

The Jacksons’ vision is even more remarkable when one
considers the ‘brown field site’ which they started with. The
Jacksons were no strangers to the architectural fashions of
the day, as their house proves. Their patron was the 4th Earl
of Sandwich, and it was through him that the Jacksons
secured the post of Receiver Generals for Huntingdonshire,
collectors of the Land Tax.

Whether the house was designed by an architect, or a
gifted amateur, we are yet to find out.

There is no doubt that the Jacksons wished to emulate
the grander houses of the day and it was only natural that
the setting should be as important as the house itself with,
to the East, on the land across Post Street, a view to open park
land and, to the west, across the Saxon mill race, an
ornamental island with views across Portholme. When
‘Capability’ Brown retired to Fenstanton he was appointed by
the Earl of Sandwich as High Sheriff. I like to speculate that

The Island Story





powered by the excessive heat, he actually had recourse to
his favourite remedy, and bathed in the River (in his 96th
year) followed of course by a servant, who assisted him out of
the water, or the consequences might have been fatal. He was
however able to walk unassisted to the house – but the end
was very near’. On the 12 August 1874 Doctor Baumgartner
‘entered peacefully on his rest’. 

The Doctor’s fortune was divided equally between his
nine surviving children, and his second son, General Robert
Julian Baumgartner, inherited Island Hall and its parkland
as his share.

In the summer of 1882, General Baumgartner actually
purchased the Island at auction, along with some of the
other properties the Jacksons’ heirs were selling. An
’Ornamental Island containing 1A. 2R. 22P (more or less)
together with a Brick and Timber Boat-House. Annual Rent
£10’ The boathouse is mentioned by Octavia Hill, pioneer
social worker, and one of the founders of the National Trust,
in a letter to her sister Emily, while staying at Island Hall in
1859:–

’The garden is not large, it consists of a glorious lawn of
smooth bright green grass, a few brilliant flower borders,
and a long bright old brick wall, a small cedar (which was
felled in 2006) on the lawn, but bounded at the bottom by
the Ouse, a deep clear stream, across which is a pretty bridge
leading to an embowered island, belonging to the house; a
watermill is above; below the view of Hinchinbrook where
Cromwell’s uncle lived. The boat-house contains several
boats; one Miss Baumgartner pointed out to me as hers. She
will teach me to row’. 

Six years later Octavia was back again, staying at Island
Hall. In a letter dated September 3, 1865, to her friend Mary
Harris, she wrote ‘Last night we sat in the island under wide-
spreading trees, the grass exquisitely green at our feet, the
water quietly floating on its way, catching every colour of

evening sky, down which the sun was sinking, lighting as it
went down with purple, crimson and gold. I love old Mrs
Baumgartner deeply and delight to see her fresh deep love
and sympathy with all the world, specially her many beloved
children and grand-children, and to hear her talk of the old
memories of her own childhood and ancestral seat; to learn
something of what that deep attachment is to an inherited
spot of this old earth, rich of memories of days long ago, and
people long dead, and wonder silently at the death of all this
feeling in this change-loving age’

Neither the auction particulars nor Octavia Hill’s letters
mention any other structure
on the Island. In a letter dated
April 15th 1868, written by
my great great Aunt Kate
Baumgartner to her uncle,
she wrote from Mevagissey
about a house her parents
were building,’ not a summer
house, but a house like the
one on the island at
Godmanchester, that is a dear
little house’. The only trace of
this structure would appear
to be a rectangle shown on
the ordinance survey map,
which also shows us the
extensive layout of this
artificial landscape with its
paths and steps. How much of
the Victorian layout is based
on the 18th century one is not
known, for instance there are
no signs of Mr Jackson’s
fishponds.

The early and mid 19th
century descriptions are sketchy. We know from a ‘Memoir of
Emma Baumgartner, written by Dorothea Stephen (Virginia
Wolfe’s first cousin) that ‘This Island is planted with a grove
of tall elms, and in Miss Baumgartner’s early years (1840’s)
was a tangled and overgrown place, the scene of many
youthful reveries,’ The Island is cast in a more romantic
light, when Philippa Watson, the daughter of Georgina
Baumgartner (General Baumgartner’s sister), relates an
account of her parents’ engagement, in her ‘Early
Recollections’, as to ‘How Edward Charrington (head of the
brewing family) sought an interview in the dear old island,
and there he won his wife’

We do know that the General was responsible for building
the brick embankments and stone steps, and for the
evergreen planting, some of which still survives today. By the
turn of the 20th century a sunken tennis court had been
established. A rum grass court it must have made. Maybe it
was the site of one of Mr Jackson’s fishponds (certainly in the
winter floods it gives a very good impression of one!) The
tennis court resulted in the Chinese bridge being altered; its
steps were removed and ramps put in its place, thus allowing
the donkey access to the Island to pull the lawn mower. The
replica bridge of 1985 is of the same design, so I can take my
ride across on the mower! 

The Elm Avenue circa 1900



General Baumgartner died in 1895, and it was the
recently widowed Violet Beart, his second daughter and
second child, who was the next occupant of Island Hall.

By the First World War, the avenue of Huntingdon Elms
was past its prime when, according to family legend, during
a storm, many of the trees were toppled like dominos. By the
1930s the elms were overtaking the Island. In November 1928
�the week-end storm hurled a tree athwart the Island Hall
Bridge and wrecked it�. The bridge was bolted back together
again, but was never to regain its elegant camber, and would
last another thirty odd years in this state. Then in the 1960s,
it was subjected to the final indignity of being
unceremoniously winched into the river by Mr James (the
Island�s then owner) and his family, to deter the children
from the council flats gaining access to the Island. 

In 1943 Island Hall was first requisitioned for the WAFS,
and 18 months later for the Pathfinders, as an airmen�s mess.
Violet had been given 48 hours to leave Island Hall, never to
return, as she died in Cheshire in 1947.

I have heard first hand stories of the �high jinx� which
went on during the RAF�s occupation of the House, when the
airmen would spy on the local girls from the Island as they
bathed from the old bathing area steps on the opposite bank
on the recreation ground.

After the war, the house was requisitioned by the
Council, under the emergency housing act, and turned into
flats. The Park, Kitchen Garden were sold in the early 50�s as
the site of the new school. The 17th century Stables were also
sold, and later demolished, and in 1957 my cousin, Robert
Baumgartner Beart, sold the Island to Mr W. A. James. He
then sold Island Hall to the Council in 1958. It was Alderman
James who constructed the �Fishing Lodge� in the early
sixties. The first major physical change to the Island in over
a thousand years happened at the time of the sale in 1957,
when the water course between the two islands was filled in,
and a chain link fence with concrete posts was erected along

the centre of the old water course, so the Island became half
of a larger island! The family retained the Island following
Alderman James�s death and sold it in 1982 to
Godmanchester Freeman, David Clifton. It was Clifton who
totally rebuilt the �Fishing Lodge� you see today.

In September 1985 David Clifton sold the Island to me.
David�s occupation of the Island had been highly
controversial, and not just from a planning point of view as
it was also the subject of numerous articles in the local press!

Finally, just to tell my story:�

In 1957, as a thirteen year old schoolboy, I discovered the
Island quite by chance, while on a weekend boating trip with
a friend. This overgrown island completely captured my
imagination, which was partly fuelled by my addiction to the
�adventure� stories of Enid Blyton! 

There was even a dilapidated old Chinese Chippendale
bridge linking the two acre island to the garden of a forlorn
Georgian mansion, surrounded by 2nd World War hutments.
On this island, I became aware of �atmosphere� for the first
time. This experience has served me well over the years, and
I have always believed that my work, as an interior designer,
should contain a �spirit�, creating a special, individual aura.

The discovery of that special place remained in my mind.
Two years later my grandfather died. While rescuing an old
family chronicle from the flames of my grandmother�s
bonfire, I learnt, as if in a story book, how my island had
once belonged to my family and the sad old house has been
my ancestors� home since 1804. In fact, the house had been
sold out of the family just a year after my visit.

Twenty three years later, I bought my island and its
mansion, now home to my wife and children for twenty six
years, and we have all experienced the effect of this unique
place.

Christopher Vane Percy
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EXTRA EVENTS FOR YOUR DIARY

THURSDAY 21ST AUGUST 2008
Visit to Wychfield, Trinity Hall, Huntingdon Road, Cambridge 6.00pm. Evening Tour of the grounds
which have recently been extended following the construction of a further block for student
accommodation. Recently the grounds have been part of an archaeological dig to trace the original
route of the road from Cambridge to Huntingdon. Members will remember an earlier tour of these
grounds which were laid out to a design by Andrew Peters. £3.00 per member.

THURSDAY 25th SEPTEMBER 2008
Arrangements have now been confirmed with the owners of Rousham House in Oxfordshire at
2.00pm commencing with a tour of the House and then members will be able to experience one of
the finest garden landscapes in the country, which today looks amazingly modern. Please note that
there are no visitor facilities at Rousham, no shop, tea room etc. So please take note. £15.00 per
member. Do please try to get to Rousham before 2.00pm.

Please note that the visit to this garden is not to be used as a free garden visit.

WEDNESDAY 8TH OCTOBER 2008
Walk through the Landscape at Wimpole Hall led by Philip Whaites, head gardener for the National
Trust. 4.00pm. Meet at the Car Park. (N.B. Non Members must now pay to park at Wimpole Hall.) This walk
is to show our members the extent of the features in the park which will enable those who are going
to attend our AGM in November to familiarise themselves with this historic landscape. £3 per
member. Please bring sensible walking shoes.

Once again could I please request that those intending to attend these meetings book with Daphne
Pearce at least one week before the visit.
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