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INTRODUCTION



VISIT ANY ROYAL palace or stately home today, and there is a sense that the solid architecture, mature gardens and surrounding natural landscape have remained unchanged for centuries.

But history isn’t like that. If you sell your own home, you know that the new owners are going to knock it about a bit, however hard you worked to make it perfect. It’s exactly the same with royal palaces – only more so. Countless generations of owners will have altered, added and, in many cases, knocked down and started again from scratch. And when it comes to the garden, the chances are that it will have seen even more make-overs as fashions and requirements changed.

Houses and land were the ‘currency’ of royalty and the aristocracy, and the more rich and powerful the family, the more residences, farms and glamorous gardens they owned. Royalty, not surprisingly, needed to outshine everyone else.

Royal homes and gardens would be passed down through the generations, and also bought, sold, leased, swapped, given away as gifts or used as bribes whenever the need arose. So one way and another, the house and garden you see today is the product of centuries of change.

The royals were the trend-setters of their day, simply because they had the money and the motivation to innovate. What royalty did first, rich aristocratic families copied, so new styles, ‘star’ gardeners and must-have plants percolated down through society. Eventually, a watered-down version would work its way slowly down the social scale to the lower orders, whose gardens trailed behind the fashions by several generations.

But for gardening to flourish, it took three key ingredients – peace, prosperity and a reigning monarch (or more likely his wife) who was keen on garden-making. Since British history is packed with rulers whose fingers were far from green, I’ve exercised editorial control and ruthlessly weeded out of this book any king or queen whose reign didn’t make a significant contribution to gardening history.

I’ve divided them up chronologically, and for those of us who left school a long time ago, I’ve included a full list of kings and queens whose reigns fall within each chapter so you can see where the gardening monarchs fit in the running order.

And if you always hated history at school, take comfort from the fact that wars and politics don’t get a look-in (except when they directly impinge on gardening), and dates are kept to a bare minimum, so read on in complete confidence.

But if you are expecting nothing but regal hearts and flowers, gentle romance and pastoral idylls, be warned – royal garden history is packed with intrigue, skulduggery and dirty doings.
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The history of Britain’s royal gardeners is as colourful as the gardens they created.



William the Conqueror to Richard III (1066–1485)

1066 AND ALL THAT



HOUSE OF NORMANDY


William I (William the Conqueror) 1066–87

William II (Rufus the Red) 1087–1100

Henry I (Beauclerc) 1100–35

Stephen 1135–54



HOUSE OF PLANTAGENET


Henry II 1154–89

Richard I (Richard the Lionheart) 1189–99

John (Lackland) 1199–1216

Henry III 1216–72

Edward I 1272–1307

Edward II 1307–27

Edward III 1327–77

Richard II 1377–99



HOUSE OF LANCASTER


Henry IV 1399–1413

Henry V 1413–22

Henry VI 1422–61



HOUSE OF YORK


Edward IV 1461–83

Edward V April–June 1483

Richard III 1483–85



THE TROUBLE WITH gardens is that they don’t ‘keep’. Over 1,000 years, owners tend to lose interest and let them go, or else successive generations make so many alterations that nothing is left of the original scheme – which is why no medieval gardens still exist in their original form.

All the information we have to show what they once looked like comes from old tapestries and illuminated manuscripts, where a certain amount of artistic licence may well have come into play. Household accounts and building contracts, preserved in family archives, sometimes show details of spending on gardens. Early poetry and literature, such as The Romance of the Rose and some of Chaucer’s stories, often describe gardens and the plants that grew in them, but they were written in romantic terms rather than giving the sort of factual information that a gardener would find useful.

Rare early gardening books are valuable for building up a picture of the plants that were available at various times, but dates of plant introductions were very often not recorded at the time. The best garden historians can do nowadays is trace them back to the earliest known reference in a book – which explains why ‘job lots’ of plant-introduction dates coincide with the dates of major herbals and other important books.

What are not very reliable are the stories that were passed by word of mouth, as they often experienced a good deal of alteration or misunderstanding before being written down. This is why we have so many conflicting stories over ‘garden myths and mysteries’, such as who really introduced the potato.

But one thing we do know is that, in the autumn of 1066, William, Duke of Normandy, arrived on Pevensey beach with a 12,000-strong army and became William I of England (alias William the Conqueror) after his success in the battle of Hastings. The Normans had landed.

WILLIAM THE CONQUEROR’S CASTLES

Now, it’s all very well taking over a turbulent country – which England was then – but it’s quite another to hang on to it, and that’s where the Normans’ talent for castle-building paid dividends. William put up castles all around the country, particularly at large towns such as Lincoln, Colchester, Cambridge, Norwich, Guildford, Exeter and York, where a show of strength was needed to quell the locals.

But most of his castles weren’t made of stone, since they took specialist craftsmen several years to build. They were ‘instant’ castles made of earth and timber, which could be quickly slung together by unskilled labour. They were a typical Norman design known as motte and bailey castles. The ‘motte’ was a mound of earth on which stood a wooden tower or ‘keep’, and the ‘bailey’ was a courtyard surrounded by a ditch next to a tall fence, which acted as a first line of defence against intruders. It was very effective. If your bailey was overrun by attackers, you simply shinned up your motte, locked yourself in the tower and rained arrows down on the milling hordes below.

[image: image]
The gardening bug bit even in medieval England, and castle courtyards gave way to basic ornamental gardens and spaces for contemplation.
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Prebendel Manor, in Northamptonshire, is a stunning example of a reconstructed medieval garden.
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Stowaways

The original pinks – a wild species Dianthus caryophyllus – are said to have been growing as weeds clinging to stone which was imported into England in Norman times for building castles. Wallflowers were also introduced during the Norman occupation, and commonly self-seeded into chinks in castle walls, hence their name.

William’s men brought their very first castle across the Channel with them in self-assembly form – the first-ever flat-pack – in order to make a safe ‘base’ at Hastings straight after the battle. Only when the country was reasonably under control were the wooden castles gradually replaced by stone ones.

The Normans shipped some of their building stone over from Caen in France, but they also took over the stone quarries in England to supply castle-building materials. A typical stone Norman castle had much the same design as the earlier earth and wooden one it replaced. There’d be a four-storey keep, divided up inside into rooms for the castle owner and his family (lined with tapestries to keep the draughts out), and storerooms filled with provisions so that the castle could withstand a siege. The servants and other hangers-on lived in wooden huts built up against the inside of the stone walls surrounding the castle.

[image: image]
Medieval gardens were often enclosed within castle walls, where food was grown for the owner and family.


And here’s where our story really starts, because in the centre of this area was an open courtyard which would later evolve into a very basic ornamental garden.

Windsor Sets a Trend

Of all the castles built by William the Conqueror, only one can claim 1,000 years of continuous royal occupancy: Windsor Castle. Built in 1070 as part of the outer ring of fortifications that the Normans constructed around London, it was deliberately perched on the only high ground for miles, which made the castle easy to defend.

Although the site was chosen for sound strategic reasons, the big attraction for William was the nearby forest, which had been a popular Saxon hunting ground. Hunting was his favourite sport, so the accommodation was improved and Windsor became one of his hunting lodges. It wasn’t until around the year 1100 that a later king, Henry I, bought the land immediately around the castle and made a garden.

The original Norman castle and its early garden have long since been swallowed up by generations of extensions, improvements and alterations by successive monarchs.




[image: image]
The parkland at Windsor Castle was originally used by William the Conqueror as his own personal hunting ground.
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The White Tower at the Tower of London was built in the eleventh century as a royal residence. Many guests were entertained there – before it became a prison.





To impress the people of London, who were not easily conquered, William ordered the construction of his grandest castle of all – the Tower of London. This was a four-storey square tower, which was built from stone right from the start and whitewashed to make it stand out. Since the King and his court regularly stayed there, it was fitted out with much better living quarters than the average castle of its time. Later kings added outer defences, extra living accommodation and gardens, and it was to be a royal residence for some time before turning into a top people’s prison and execution centre. Nowadays it’s more light grey than white, and houses the Crown Jewels.

Royal Hunting Parks

It was William the Conqueror who first introduced the Norman sport of deer-hunting to England, and he set up a series of royal hunting parks especially for that purpose.

In Hampshire he created what is now the New Forest, evicting local peasants from the land and planting trees to make a better habitat for deer. At the time the word ‘forest’ didn’t have quite the same meaning as today: a forest was a place for hunting – the trees were quite incidental.

It was in the New Forest that William the Conqueror’s successor, Rufus the Red, met his end after receiving an arrow in his eye while out hunting. It was fired by Walter Tyrell, and historians still wonder whether it was an accident or murder. The place is commemorated by the Rufus Stone, thoughtfully signposted off the A31 near Cadnam, just west of Southampton.

[image: image]
To help him settle into England William introduced some Norman pastimes, most notably deer-hunting, which started the tradition of royal hunting parks.


The Domesday Book, compiled in 1086 to list the nation’s assets, shows that around 25 royal hunting forests had been established throughout the realm. It’s been reckoned that they occupied almost one-third of all the land in the country.

Henry I, William the Conqueror’s youngest son, created what was arguably the first ‘royal’ garden when, in 1123, he enclosed a chunk of land at Woodstock in Oxfordshire (which much later became Blenheim Palace) and turned it into a royal hunting park. Not content with the usual deer, he walled off one enclosure to make a menagerie, which he stocked with exotic animals including lions, leopards, lynx, camels and what is reputed to have been a solitary porcupine; sent as a gift from a relative in Montpellier.

The royal hunting parks were maintained exclusively for royalty and nobility. Only the blue-blooded could shoot deer and wild boar; lesser noblemen were allowed to shoot lower-class game, but woe betide the local peasant who fancied a rabbit for dinner. Penalties were draconian: you could be blinded or have a hand cut off – or worse. Times were tough for the hungry peasantry, while William himself struggled with a weight problem.

EARLY EDIBLE GARDENS

Throughout medieval times, decorative gardens were a luxury known only to royalty and the most powerful noblemen, who lived in substantial, well-fortified homes. Monasteries, which were also immensely wealthy, had well-developed gardens mainly for ‘useful’ plants. Even in medieval times there was a gigantic ‘swap’ system operating between religious establishments throughout Europe. At the bottom end of the social scale, the poor were self-sufficient peasants who lived off the land and didn’t have the time for decorative gardening, even if they had the inclination.

[image: image]
Henry II invested a lot of money in creating gardens for his royal palaces and is most famous for creating a garden for his wife at Winchester, and a bower for his mistress, Rosamund, at Woodstock.
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Rosa gallica ‘Versicolor’ started life as Rosa mundi – named after Henry II’s mistress, the Fair Rosamund.


Monastery Gardens

A medieval monastery was much more than a retreat from the world. Monks educated the children of the aristocracy, for whom Latin and French (thanks to Norman rule) were compulsory. Monks practised medicine and, since there were no printed books, they also copied and illustrated manuscripts by hand.

A monastery was a self-sufficient community. Within the grounds were productive gardens for growing fruit, nuts and vegetables, based on the agricultural estates the Romans had established 1,000 years earlier. Since monks were restricted in eating meat, and the Benedictine orders were not allowed meat at all, monasteries also had fish ponds where they kept carp for the pot. These were known, rather unappetizingly, as stew-ponds.

The monastery had its own infirmary, plus a pharmacy where herbal remedies were prepared and a garden for medicinal plants. The garden was arranged with almost military precision, each variety of plant being grown in its own individual square bed. These were arranged in a chessboard pattern, divided by sand or gravel paths, so that plants could be conveniently gathered in all weathers. Since they don’t seem to have used labels, medical monks had to know their plants – and it’s thought that they grew as many as 400–500 species. But these were purely medicinal, and would not have been grown in ‘pleasure gardens’.

Decorative gardens hardly figured in monasteries. There was a central quadrangle of grass surrounded by a cloistered walk, where the monks could circulate for exercise when it rained. At bigger establishments the abbot would have a private garden for meditation, and there might also be a cemetery – for abbots only.

THE FIRST ROYAL GARDENS UNDER HENRY II AND ELEANOR OF AQUITAINE

Henry II continued the castle-building tradition and he seems to have taken an interest in proper gardens, encouraged by his French wife, Eleanor of Aquitaine. Eleanor was a well-travelled lady, who had been to the Holy Land with her first husband, Louis VII of France, and so would have seen Islamic gardens, as well as Moorish copies in southern Europe. The Arabs ruled Spain from 711 to the time of Columbus, in 1492, and their enclosed formal gardens were familiar to the Normans, who had themselves ruled part of Spain for a while. As a result, the Islamic influence was to have an effect on English royal garden style for many centuries.

Since the royal court needed to travel around the country regularly, gardens started to appear at all the stopping-off points on the regal rounds. Under Henry II, gardens began to blossom at Woodstock and at Winchester, which was then the capital city. Henry also made gardens at York and at Arundel Castle.

At Woodstock Henry II continued improving the grounds that Henry I had originally used as his park, and not purely for aesthetic reasons. He’d married Eleanor for her money, and he soon took a mistress – Rosamund Clifford, the Fair Rosamund, after whom Rosa mundi (Rosa gallica ‘Versicolor’) was named. Their meeting place was a bower that he built at Everswell, in the grounds at Woodstock.

Don’t go thinking of a rustic garden seat with roses growing on an arch over the top – no, this was a far more regal version, comprising a trio of cottages with a natural spring-fed water garden nearby. All that remains now is the site, but at the time it started a trend, and a rash of romantic ‘Rosamund’s bowers’ appeared in upper-crust gardens all round the country. Not surprisingly, Eleanor wasn’t thrilled when she found out what was going on, so she arranged for Rosamund’s murder. Allegedly.



[image: image]
Queen Eleanor’s garden in Winchester has recently been restored and is now a beautiful and historically accurate medieval castle garden.







Lawn maintenance

COMPARED TO A modern lawn, a medieval flowery mead was relatively self-sufficient. Here’s what passed for routine lawn care at the time.

Cutting: Grass was cut two or three times a year. Progress was slow: three men with scythes could cut an acre of grass in a day. The grass was then swept up with besom brooms and was usually fed to animals. Grass continued to be cut with scythes until the invention of the lawnmower in 1830.

Edging: Lawn edges were trimmed with a sickle. It would be almost impossible to do this around a modern lawn with conventional ‘gully’ edges, but the raised flowerbeds of a medieval garden made the job very much easier.

Feeding: Grass was never fed. Low levels of nutrients, especially nitrogen, prevented it from growing vigorously, but are ideal for the wild flowers, periwinkle and herbs that grew in medieval turf, which don’t like heavy feeding. Call it cultivation by omission, but it worked.

[image: image]
Flowery meads were all the rage in medieval times, not unlike our modern trend for wild-flower lawns.


Raking: Rakes were used to gather up moss, which would have been a big problem in medieval turf because of poor surface drainage. This was partly caused by the construction method. Turf was beaten down well when it was laid, to make a smooth, level surface – essential, as it would have been impossible to cut a bumpy lawn with scythes. But, being small, lawns would also have been very heavily trampled as people traversed them regularly in all weathers, which wouldn’t have helped the moss problem either.



[image: image]
Gardens in the Middle Ages were places for quiet reflection and often included seats surrounded by scented plants.


One of the most important of Henry II’s royal residences was Winchester Castle. He and Eleanor spent a great deal of time at Winchester which, besides being the capital city, was close to the south-coast port of Southampton with its convenient sailings for Normandy – handy when they needed to cross the water to see relatives and generally fly the flag. So to make the place more homely, they had a garden made at Winchester Castle in 1178.

Although the original medieval garden has not survived, if you visit Winchester today you can see Queen Eleanor’s Garden, behind the Great Hall, looking almost exactly as it would have done at the time. Re-created comparatively recently after extensive research, it is reckoned to be the most historically accurate medieval castle garden around, featuring trelliswork ‘cloisters’ planted with vines, surrounding a square of ‘flowery mead’ with a seat and raised beds for scented plants, such as roses, edged with wattle.

In fact, not one but three Queen Eleanors contributed to the original garden, in quick succession; the wives of Henry II, Henry III and Edward I were all Eleanors – of Aquitaine, Provence and Castile respectively.

GARDENING THE MEDIEVAL WAY

Castle gardens in medieval times were ‘gardens of pleasure’ enclosed well inside the walls, where the ladies of the court could stroll, sit and gossip, or simply amuse themselves reading or playing chess safely away from the riff-raff. The gardens were pleasantly perfumed but small – space would have been at a premium.

Lawns as such didn’t exist, but in their place was a flowery mead which was halfway between a lawn and a walk-through flowerbed, where grass was studded with a huge mixture of wild flowers. There were turf seats, like wooden benches filled with soil and topped with turf planted with fragrant herbs, such as chamomile and thyme. Similar seats were sometimes made round large trees, using a wall of woven sticks to hold the soil in place round the trunk, with a layer of turf laid on top.

Arbours were popular, too, but they were usually simple structures of wooden poles, or woven osier (willow) ‘trellis’ supporting honeysuckle or grapevines. Tunnel arbours – a long row of arches over a path – would be planted with bindweed (Calystegia silvatica), the white one with flowers like church bells that today we revile as a weed. While we rave about the non-invasive blue version called morning glory, the Normans were less picky and knew a robust plant when they saw it.

[image: image]
The re-created medieval garden at Prebendal Manor has been designed to illustrate the elements of a fourteenth-century garden. It includes ornamental gardens as well as sections for self-sufficiency, medicinal herbs and privacy and contemplation.


Decorative wells or springs would often have been the centrepiece of the garden, though at grander establishments there would sometimes have been more elaborate water features such as pools and fountains, based on ideas ‘borrowed’ from Moorish gardens.

Flowerbeds were laid out formally – a chessboard pattern was very popular. Each bed was raised slightly with woven osier panels, something like today’s miniature sheep hurdles, to keep the soil off the paths. Paths were made of sand or gravel to provide a well-drained, all-weather surface. Plants were mixed together to make a floral ‘tapestry’ that looked good and perfumed the air – highly necessary at a time when everyday life was distinctly pungent, and plumbing was still at the ‘bucket and chuck it’ stage.

MEDIEVAL SELF-SUFFICIENCY

Wealthy landowners with big estates lived on meat – especially game – plus fruit and vegetables grown in their own grounds and bread from their farms. All kinds of exotic items such as dates, citruses, pomegranates and dried fruit were imported from abroad, though the cost was enormous and only royalty and very wealthy noble families could afford them.

Market gardens of a sort existed from medieval times onwards around big cities, supplying fresh food for people without big gardens of their own. This produce was sold at street markets. Out in the countryside, peasants lived mainly on potage – a sludge of dried peas, and oats or other cereals stewed up in a big pot over the living-room fire and flavoured with potherbs – vegetables or culinary herbs that they grew or picked in the wild. Even a spot of poaching was still off-limits.

Not surprisingly, the most important plants for medieval people were ones that they could eat, though the range was fairly unexciting. Before the Normans arrived, food plants were largely limited to what already grew wild in England, such as wild cabbage, seakale and leeks, plus any survivors of the fruit and vegetables the Romans had brought with them, such as figs and lettuces. Norman introductions, and odds and ends brought back by knights returning from the Crusades, increased the range available but it still seems rather basic to us today.

[image: image]

Warden pie

To make Warden pie, boil pears in wine (any modern variety will do), grind in a pestle and mortar (or blender) then heat with some honey, ginger and cinnamon. When cool, thicken with egg yolks. (Adding saffron gives the yellow colouring characteristic of medieval food.) Pour into a pastry case (or coffin, as they were alarmingly known) and cook again.

[image: image]
Although ornamental gardens were fashionable, self-sufficiency was an important element in medieval gardens.


Apples were either ‘pearmains’ (a general term for a type of apple rather than the name of a variety), ‘costards’ (a particularly large apple, sold by costermongers) or cider apples. Warden pears were cultivated by Cistercian monks at Warden Abbey, Bedfordshire, and remained the popular variety for several centuries. They were a large baking variety, traditionally used to make Warden pies. The fruit took a very long time to ripen, and stayed rock hard for months after picking – ‘good keepers’ as catalogues would describe them nowadays. Storage facilities were not very sophisticated, so fruit that ‘kept’ through the winter was a lot more desirable then than it is nowadays. Nuts were also much grown, for the same reason.

Herbs were widely grown, not just for cooking but for a huge range of other uses. Since there were no high street shops, a medieval housewife had to make everything she needed to run the family home from basic ingredients – plants. They were used for scenting linen, to deter fleas, for strewing on the floor to kill smells and soak up spills (they were swept up and replaced regularly), for first aid, dyeing wool and flavouring ale or wine. The ‘herbs’ were mostly English native wild flowers, plus a fairly small list of imported species. Many of their common names today still reflect their original uses – think of bedstraw, eyebright, self-heal, woundwort and fleabane.

THE EMERGENCE OF DECORATIVE GARDENS

Henry III’s marriage to Eleanor of Provence in 1236 brought herds of her French relatives to court, and with them came a taste for luxurious living and garden-making that quickly percolated throughout the medieval court.

With Eleanor’s encouragement, Henry spent a fortune on the gardens at the royal residences, which by now included Windsor, the Tower of London, Westminster, the manor of Guildford, Nottingham Castle, Gloucester Castle, the manor of Kempton in Middlesex, Arundel Castle, Marlborough Castle and Clarendon – his palatial hunting lodge near Salisbury, set in the biggest deer park in the country.

At Winchester Castle, Henry built the Great Hall and added three herbers (small enclosed flower gardens). But his biggest project was at Woodstock, where he built proper gardens for the first time in its history. In 1249 he had a small garden constructed, and a year later he had it enclosed with walls to make a herber ‘in which the Queen may disport herself’. Two years later he had the garden turfed, and subsequently added another two herbers. He had a large new pool surrounded by a great cloister made at Everswell (the site of Rosamund’s bower) and had a bench built and some decorative iron trelliswork put up.

Henry III’s reign marked the end of the time that royal gardens were run by pen-pushers: from now on master gardeners would be appointed.

William the Gardener, who worked on the King’s London gardens, was paid 3d (about 1p) per day. At the same time, at Windsor, Emo the Gardener was paid 2d a day.

Top gardeners at major gardens often got perks as well as their wages – free robes, grace and favour accommodation, and sometimes ‘all the apples left on the trees when they are shaken’.



A PAUCITY OF PLANTS?

TODAY’S GARDENER IS spoilt for choice. We can grow any of the 90,000 or so plants that are available at garden centres and, in smaller numbers, from specialist nurseries all around. Things were very different in medieval times.

In the twelfth century the Abbot of Cirencester, Alexander Neckham, knew of 200 plants, including flowers, vegetables and agricultural crops. We know this because he mentions them in his book De Naturis Rerum (Of Natural Things), written around 1190, and also in a very long poem in which a couple of verses are devoted to plants. However, Abbot Neckham’s list includes a number of species that were probably not grown in England, which he’d have met on trips abroad or encountered thanks to his foster-brother Richard I (the Lionheart), who must have brought back souvenirs from the Crusades – chickpeas, ebony, olives, nutmeg, date palms and pomegranates. I say they probably weren’t grown in England because the climate was going through a long and unusually mild spell, which meant that vines and vineyards thrived, and all sorts of tenderish novelties might have grown in the south. But, discounting foreign oddities and purely medicinal plants, the total number of decorative garden species was likely to have been roughly 100 in about 1400.

By Henry VIII’s reign, a century later, the total was still only 200. It wasn’t till Elizabethan times and the start of serious long-distance exploration that new plants began to arrive in huge numbers, but organized plant-hunting expeditions didn’t come about until much later. The grand days of plant-hunters and plant-hunting didn’t start till the eighteenth century.

[image: image]
One of the earliest plant-hunters, Richard the Lionheart probably brought exotic souvenirs back from the Crusades, introducing new plants to medieval England.


THE EVOLUTION OF GARDEN TOOLS

MEDIEVAL GARDENERS USED the same basic tools that we’d recognize today, which have changed very little since the Stone Age. More sophisticated materials and special-purpose gadgets have been added to the list only comparatively recently.

Primitive tools

Around 40,000 years ago Neolithic man used a primitive mattock, made from a sharp horn tied to a stick, for digging, or a ‘digging stick’, a sort of glorified dibber made from a mammoth’s rib. When he needed a shovel, he used the shoulder blade of an ox. Like the bone in your Sunday roast lamb, it’s a natural trowel, but a lot bigger.

[image: image]
Tools at Prebendal show that medieval gardeners had similar ideas to us.


Mattocks are still used in places such as Africa, where the tool is lifted over the shoulder and brought down hard like a pickaxe. It is a good, robust tool for breaking up solid ground.

A ‘digging stick’, on the other hand, is sunk vertically into the soil and used with a lever action. By the time it had evolved into a primitive spade, a bar was sometimes added so that you could press down with your foot to push the thin blade into the soil without bruising your instep. Spades are best for dealing with relatively soft soil, particularly ground that’s been regularly cultivated.

Over many centuries the mattock has fallen out of favour as a digging tool, but in my part of Hampshire – where it is known as a ‘beck’ – it is still the best thing to use for digging up tree stumps and tackling overgrown ground.

[image: image]
Tunnel arbours provided important areas of shade to protect the pale complexions of medieval women as they took their daily stroll.


Medieval tools

Only a limited range of basic gardening tools was available in medieval England, and each one was a direct descendant of an agricultural implement.

An inventory taken at Abingdon Abbey in 1389 lists spades, shovels, rakes, trowels, scythes, sickles, baskets, sieves, ladders, axes, saws and shears – and that would have been a pretty good collection.

For general digging, mattocks and spades were both still in common use. Mattocks were the rough end of the market – wooden handles with heavy-duty metal heads. Spades were either made entirely of wood, or they’d be reinforced with a metal ‘horseshoe’ round the tip of a half-moon-shaped wooden blade. Superior models had a complete metal sheath wrapped round a square wooden blade. Medieval spades came in a big variety of shapes and sizes, which were all used for different jobs, and they looked rather irregular as they were mostly home-made.

Scythes were used for cutting grass, which would then be cleared up with a wooden, agricultural-style hayrake, and the sickle – a smaller version of the type used for agriculture – was used for trimming round the edges and for cutting hedges. Billhooks were used for most cutting jobs around the garden, including trimming shrubs. Draw-hoes with long blades were used for weeding. For watering people used the same terracotta jugs that were used in the house for fetching domestic water supplies. Around the 1500s the jugs ‘grew’ short, stumpy terracotta spouts with perforated ‘roses’, but it took centuries for them to lose their jug shape and start to look like modern watering cans.

Woven hazel, willow or chestnut baskets were used for general fetching and carrying; the first ‘wilbarewe’ (wheelbarrow) appeared in medieval times, though it looked more like a handcart on which you stood baskets of plants, or weeds or rubbish.

Much later …

Writer and gardening pioneer John Evelyn described 70 tools in 1659. Proper cutting tools didn’t start to appear much until the sixteenth century, when fruit trees and formal clipped plants became fashionable. The first garden shears were the same as the tools used for cutting hair and for shearing sheep. The high hedges of the seventeenth century were cut with a tool that looked like a long-handled sickle. Secateurs and hedge-clippers didn’t appear until the nineteenth century.

But as gardening became more sophisticated, all sorts of weird and wonderful gadgets appeared, reaching a peak in Victorian times when there were tools for jobs that, nowadays, you’d never think of doing – like straightening your cucumbers.

Until quite late in history, garden tools were handmade. On large estates there would be a resident blacksmith and carpenter, but elsewhere you’d rely on the village smith.



[image: image]
Gardens of the wealthy often had areas for the family to relax and enjoy the fragrance of herbs and other scented plants – which served the double purpose of masking the odours of medieval sewage systems! This re-created medieval garden at Prebendal has been planted in this style.


Gardens for the Royal Roadshow

From the medieval period onwards, royal gardens were steadily improved, altered and extended, but they weren’t the only ones. The nobility were at it, too.

Successive kings and their courts had to travel around the country dispensing law and order on the hoof. The king’s own residences were not always convenient, so it became the custom for the royal party to be ‘put up’ by well-heeled aristocrats with castles or extensive fortified manor houses of their own.

As the size of the royal roadshow increased, generous hosts ultimately needed to be capable of accommodating a house party of up to 300 people – all eating heartily, and needing entertainment to take their minds off the primitive sanitation. As rivalry for the king’s favour grew, a productive garden with sporting and leisure facilities became essential for rich and powerful noble families as a way of currying favour. And as times became more prosperous and peaceful, more extensive gardens developed outside castles and grand manor houses.

Herbers were placed adjacent to the house, usually under the windows of the owners’ bedchamber, and those of ‘special’ guests, where people could look down on them and appreciate the scent. Further away from the building would be a ‘pleasaunce’, a sort of decorative orchard planted with ornamental species as well as fruit trees, but still enclosed by secondary walls as security from casual thieves and brigands (there were a lot of them about). The pleasaunce was more than just a productive area. It was also used for entertaining guests, singing and dancing, playing chess and for games – sometimes even jousting tournaments.

Grand gardens might also have a gloriet (from the Spanish word for a small square) – a cross between a decorative grandstand and a summer-house – it was an essential ingredient of a Moorish garden.

A good read

One of the first gardening books written in English – Latin being the language of scholars until late medieval times – was written by John Gardener in the fourteenth century. He lists just 97 plants. John Gardener was actually John the Gardener, who worked for the king at Windsor; like a lot of early surnames, John’s came from what he did for a living.

THE LEGACY OF ELEANOR OF CASTILE

The Moorish influence on garden layout increased under Edward I thanks to his Spanish wife, Eleanor of Castile. From her marriage dowry Eleanor bought Leeds Castle, the remains of an old Norman ruin which stood on three rocky ‘islands’ in boggy land in north Kent. Edward built a new castle on the biggest of these, and on the second Eleanor built a cloistered courtyard garden with a gloriet in the middle, reached by a bridge. The two were surrounded by a deep moat made by damming the river Len. On the third island Edward built a barbican to defend the dam.

Queen Eleanor is credited with having introduced the concept of bathing to England, and after her death left some money to have a bathhouse built at the castle. Before bathrooms were invented, the upper classes (the only ones who bothered) took a bath in a portable tub. In winter this would be stood in front of the fire in the bedchamber, but in summer it was put outside under a tall, decorative tent of the sort used by crusaders, which had standing room. Illustrations of the time also show people bathing in water features around the grounds – a carry-over from early Islamic gardens.

Eleanor of Castile was an incredibly keen gardener; in 1279 she took over the lease of King’s Langley in Hertfordshire and made her own garden, bringing gardeners over from Aragon, a melting pot of cultures, which produced what were considered to be the elite horticulturists of Europe.

[image: image]
The Alhambra (pictured) and Generalife gardens in Granada, southern Spain, are classic examples of Islamic style, incorporating water features and courtyards.


After Edward returned from the Crusades, however, the couple concentrated their gardening power on the Tower of London and the Palace of Westminster, where they planted roses and fruit. Quince trees were grown so that Eleanor could enjoy a traditional Spanish dish – quince marmalade.

Gardening was going through a miniboom: market gardens were thriving, fruit trees and vegetable seeds were being traded by specialist merchants, royal gardens were being upgraded, and gardens of the nobility by now often featured ‘king’s gardens’ specially for the use of royalty on their travels around the country. But it was not to last for long. Shortly after Edward died there was a massive economic downturn that kept gardening in the doldrums until Tudor times.

The Islamic Influence

Islamic gardens as promised to the faithful are described in the Q’ran, which were copied as earthly representations. This style was also inspired by the earlier gardens invading Muslims encountered in Persia. Called pairadaeza, these multipurpose hunting park-cum-orchard-cum-pleasure gardens dated back to around 900BC.

Since Islamic gardens symbolize paradise on earth, it’s not surprising to find that the design is full of religious overtones. The typical garden is a formal, square or rectangular courtyard enclosed by high walls, with two canals that cross to divide the garden into four plots representing the four quarters of the universe. In the centre of the garden it’s traditional to have a water feature or a pavilion, and the area is planted with scented flowers and fruiting trees.

Moorish gardens

Islamic garden style was very practical for hot, dry countries. Water was a valuable resource and a dust-free humid space must have seemed like paradise. In hot countries today gardens are still built at the heart of the house. The rooms surround a courtyard with a water feature that acts as natural ‘air-conditioning’.



[image: image]
Ranunculus asiaticus, otherwise known as the turban buttercup, came to England’s shores as a spoil of war after the First Crusade in the eleventh century.





A sticky end

Robin Hood fans will be glad to know that it was a plant that got King John in the end. He died in 1216 after over-indulging in peaches and new cider: it seems the peaches were green, causing a fatal attack of the collywobbles. In more ways than one, King John got his just desserts.

In the Middle East these would have been date palms or pomegranates, but as they didn’t grow well in most of Europe other fruit trees were used there.

The essential ingredients of an Islamic garden paradise were shade, water and an abundance of fresh food, but illustrations usually also show a lot of very attractive young ladies, often larking about in various stages of undress in the water features – hence the high walls.

Enter the Moors

Following their conquest of Spain, the Arabs ruled there from 711 to 1492, and Moorish gardens became popular. Despite the slow pace of travel in medieval times, a surprising amount of long-distance travel went on as royal courts moved around, visiting relatives in Europe and keeping tabs on their overseas landholdings and properties, so new ideas travelled too – and royals were just the people to start new crazes back home. Foreign wives, like Eleanor of Castile, introduced familiar features from their homelands to spice up their new gardens and stop themselves feeling homesick.

Contributions from the Crusades

Among the big people-movers of medieval times were the Crusades. Several waves of knights set out with armies to recover Christian religious sites from the Muslims; the first Crusade to capture the Holy Land from the Turks was in 1096–9, and the second followed in 1147. Richard the Lionheart spent most of his reign crusading, which led to a lot of trouble with his next of kin – not least, King John.

The gardening upshot of the Crusades was that several new plants were brought back from Turkey and the Near East. These included the turban buttercup (Ranunculus asiaticus) and the hyacinth (Hyacinthus orientalis, not the large florist’s hyacinths we know today, which weren’t developed until much later). Another welcome outcome was that crusaders saw Islamic gardens, which inspired the basic square-grid pattern that was to become the standard layout for noble medieval gardens.

Conversion to Christianity

Naturally, the religious establishments back at home in England made a bit of a fuss about the use of non-Christian symbols in ‘our’ gardens, but they conveniently re-arranged the facts to suit themselves – and not for the first time. Christmas was an old pagan tradition that had been ‘cleaned up’ to suit the Christian Church.

The crossing canals of Islamic gardens became Christ’s cross, and the garden now represented the Garden of Eden described in the Book of Genesis instead of the Islamic idea of paradise. The Church also ‘bent’ the stories behind plants to suit itself: the pure white Madonna lily was seen to symbolize the purity of the Virgin Mary, and roses with their prickles and blood-red flowers represented the crown of thorns and blood of Christ.



Medieval Plants

These rank as some of the most popular plants grown in medieval gardens when a relatively limited choice was available.

[image: image]

Edibles


Alexander – yellow-flowered member of the cow parsley family (Smyrnium olusatrum), which now grows wild in hedgerows, flowering in late spring; buds, young leaves and roots were used as salad, potherbs and root vegetables.

Colewort – wild cabbage; non-hearting plants used as loose leaves.

Corn salad – small, fast-growing salad plant, newly fashionable for winter salads.

Good King Henry (Chenopodium bonus-henricus) – perennial used as a green vegetable.

Orache (Atriplex hortensis) – native hardy annual used as salad plant or potherb, and eaten as a ‘tonic’ in spring.

Parsley

Turnip

Radish

Fennel

Saffron (Crocus sativus) – grown for flavouring, as a food colour and as a fabric dye.

Chives

Southernwood

Coriander

Sage

Savory

Hyssop

Mint – native British plant.

Rue

Dittany or dittander – a wild cousin of horseradish, whose root was used in a similar way; the hot-tasting leaves were also used for salad.

Smallage – wild ‘leaf’ celery, used as a salad leaf or potherb; you can still buy seeds today from specialist seed firms.

Lettuce

Costmary

Garden cress – the cress out of mustard and cress.

Onion

Leek

Garlic

Peas – not green peas at this stage; these were the sort for drying for winter potages, and were probably grown in fields along with cereal crops.

Medieval householders also used a lot of wild plants we’d call weeds nowadays as salad and potherbs.

Currants, red, white and black – all British natives, but in unimproved form.

Gooseberry – again, unimproved British native species.

Wild strawberry

Wild raspberry

Apples

Pears

Bullaces

Wild cherry

Grapevine

Medlars – probably only in the south of England.

Hazel

Chestnut

Walnut – known as ‘great nut’.



Flowers and shrubs


Roses – Rosa eglanteria, the sweet briar with apple-scented leaves; Rosa gallica ‘Versicolor’ (Rosa mundi); Rosa gallica var. officinalis (the Apothecary’s rose, the Red Rose of Lancaster); Rosa alba (the White Rose of York); Rosa centifolia (Cabbage rose).

Madonna lily (Lilium candidum)

Wild pansy, heartsease

Heliotrope – which was called ‘turnsole’ in medieval times.

Orpine (Sedum telephium) – a succulent wild flower that looks something like a pale, leggy version of Sedum spectabile.

Periwinkle

Hepatica – known rather misleadingly as liverwort.

Helleborus foetidus

Wallflower

Honeysuckle, wild (Lonicera periclymnum) – British native.

Mandrake (Mandragora officinarum) – the mystical medicinal plant, the man-shaped roots of which were said to scream when pulled out of the ground. A dog had to be tied to the plant to do the job as the puller would be driven mad.

Violet

Poppy (Papaver rhoeas)

Daffodil – native wild species.

Peony (Paeonia officinalis)

Cowslip

Foxglove

Gentian

Primrose

Daisy

Iris

Hollyhock

Lavender

Pinks (Dianthus plumarius and D. caryophyllus) – the parents of garden pinks, used for mulled wines and ales.

Hawthorn (Crataegus monogyna) – British native.

Elder (Sambucus nigra) – British native.

Privet (Ligustrum vulgare) – British native; this has narrow leaves and often sheds them in cold winters, unlike the oval-leafed privet introduced from Japan in the 1800s, which became the popular Victorian suburban hedging plant.






[image: image]
The Norman Gateway, or Tower, was actually built in the reign of Edward III, c. 1359. The chambers above the archway were used as prison cells – James I of Scotland found himself there between 1413 and 1424.




The more sensational sensual elements of the Islamic paradise gardens weren’t at first glance catered for, but medieval gardens did play a subtle role in the social life of the time. Royalty and noblemen didn’t marry for love; marriage was a contract designed to bring wealth, property, power and position to the family. Consequently, innocent flirtations played a big part in court life but, as you couldn’t risk putting a foot wrong, knights followed the rules of courtly behaviour (a sort of early etiquette). A sound knowledge of social graces such as dancing, singing, poetry and music was an essential part of the knight’s armoury, and much use of it took place in the garden. To add to the atmosphere, troupes of strolling musicians and players – troubadours – travelled the country putting on live entertainment, with the emphasis on romantic themes, again in the garden. Paradise re-created? Well, call it paradise cleaned up.

EDWARD III AND WINDSOR

From its earth and timber beginnings under William the Conqueror, Windsor Castle was steadily extended and improved by a string of monarchs. It was Henry I who really started the ball rolling by adding decent domestic quarters and buying the land outside the castle, which became the King’s gardens in 1110. Henry II converted Windsor into a palace, upgraded the accommodation and added a Great Hall for regal-style entertaining. Richard the Lionheart spent £30 creating the King’s herber inside the castle walls near the end of his reign, but as he wasn’t at home much, it’s probably about all you could expect of him.

Henry III was another great builder, who built Westminster Abbey and also made further additions to Windsor. Edward II put new turf benches around the grounds, for which thousands of turves were cut specially. But it was Edward III who made Windsor his major project. He extended it enormously to turn it into his seat of government, spending £50,000 on improvements – an absolute fortune.

Prior to Edward’s wedding in 1338 to Philippa of Hainault – a keen gardener – a great deal of work was done in the gardens at Windsor, and at the manor of Shene in Surrey. (This had originally been bought by Edward I, and passed down through the generations along with the rest of the steadily mounting collection of royal properties.) Edward converted the manor house into a royal palace, complete with a moat and an enormous deer park stretching as far as the river at Kew. A pavilion was built on a nearby island in the river Thames as a special hideaway for the happy couple. The manor of Shene would eventually become Richmond Palace, and part of the land would end up as Kew Gardens.

It was during Edward III’s reign that rosemary first arrived in England. As a wedding gift his wife received a parcel of rosemary cuttings from her mother, along with the medieval equivalent of an instruction leaflet. As a result, rosemary became very popular for a wide variety of medicinal, cosmetic and decorative purposes.

One of the best descriptions of the gardens at Windsor Castle in the early fifteenth century comes from James I of Scotland, who was imprisoned there from 1413 to 1424. He’d been captured from a stranded ship at the age of 12, and seems to have spent much of his time writing poetry. From this we know that his cell overlooked an enclosure with hawthorn hedges, alleys, lots of flowers and dense greenery, including ‘sweet juniper’, with a bower and nightingales singing. He was clearly let out occasionally, as it was while walking beneath the tower at Windsor that he met his future wife, Jane Beaufort, the daughter of John of Gaunt.

PLANTS IN SICKNESS AND IN HEALTH

Long before they were valued for their decorative properties, plants were a vital part of the family medicine chest; being used to promote general wellbeing and as specific cures for all manner of aches, pains and complaints.

Plants and Medicine

Medieval medical problems were many and varied. There was ‘falling sickness’ (epilepsy), ague (fever) and malaria (which was sometimes contracted by Crusaders, but was in any case endemic in parts of England, especially the damp Kentish marshes). St Anthony’s fire was ergotism, caused by eating grain infected with a fungus that looked like mouse droppings among the ears of corn. People also suffered from the bites of mad dogs and venomous serpents, and evil spells – these being superstitious times when anything that wasn’t understood was usually explained away as witchcraft.

The best medicine at the time was that dispensed by monks who had trained in herbal medicine.
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Edward III made the castle and gardens at Windsor his great project.


The doctrine of signatures

Many early herbal remedies were discovered by trial and error, but in medieval times God was believed to give us a clue by marking some plants to advertise their curative powers. Self-heal has a sickle-shaped mark, showing that it could be used to cure cuts; the flowers of skullcap were the same shape as the human skull to suggest that it was good for afflictions of the head, such as insomnia. Best known of all is pulmonaria, or lungwort, whose spotty leaves indicate it could treat lung diseases, such as tuberculosis. The results were no doubt mixed.



HERALDIC EMBLEMS

A handful of favourite flowers really made it big as heraldic emblems.

[image: image]
The fleur-de-lys design originates from the common wild iris.


Broom

According to legend, Geoffrey of Anjou camped on a heath on his way to a battle and stuck a sprig of yellow broom flowers into his helmet. He was easily recognized by the ‘Planta genista’ flower he wore, which became the ‘badge’ of his descendants. Geoffrey married the only daughter of Henry I of England, and their son became the next king, Henry II. Henry and his descendants kept Geoffrey’s nickname of Plantagenet as their surname until the line ended with Richard III.

Thistle

The thistle is said to have become the Scottish insignia after a Danish soldier, in a party of invaders who attacked under cover of darkness, trod on a thistle. His ensuing howl of pain gave the game away, allowing the Scots to slaughter the Danes.

Iris

Fleur-de-lys is a corruption of fleur de luce or fleur de Louis, and is a stylized form of the common wild iris that grows in swampy ground. In fifth-century France, so the story goes, King Clovis was retreating from a battle when he was cut off by a river. He was able to lead the remains of his army to safety by following the irises, which showed where the water was shallow. In gratitude, he adopted the flower as his emblem, and in the twelfth century it was taken up by Louis VII.

Roses

At the time of Henry VII’s marriage to Elizabeth, a rose bush growing in a Wiltshire monastery garden suddenly started producing red-and-white-striped blooms, when previously they’d always been just one colour. It was consequently called ‘York and Lancaster’, in honour of the two families. The Tudors later adopted a rose as the emblem of England. Their stylized heraldic rose was diplomatically made up from the outer petals of the Red Rose of Lancaster (Rosa gallica var. officinalis) wrapped round the centre of the White Rose of York (Rosa × alba). It became a familiar feature in architecture as well as heraldry. Technically it’s Rosa × damascena var. versicolor and it is still available from specialist rose growers. It grows roughly 5ft × 5ft with flowers that are striped and mottled in several shades of pink. The catalogue of a famous rose grower describes it as more of a collector’s piece than a plant with real garden merit.



Their ‘customers’ would have been noble families who could afford their fees – everyone else paid a visit to the local ‘wise woman’, who knew about herbs, or relied on home-grown cures for day-to-day problems. Pellitory root (Anacyclus pyrethrum) was chewed for toothache, and self-heal or carpenter’s herb (Prunella vulgaris) was grown to treat bruises and wounds.

But the big scourge of the time was the Black Death or bubonic plague. It arrived on fleas carried by black rats that escaped from a ship which arrived from the Continent and docked at Weymouth in 1348. The plague swept through England in several waves over 300 years, reducing the population to under 3 million (it’s nearly 60 million today) and resulting in 1,000 villages being abandoned. ‘Lost villages’ can still be spotted from the air in dry summers: all that remains are long-buried foundations under fields.

The net result of the Black Death was such a severe shortage of agricultural labourers that much land fell out of cultivation, orchards and vineyards were neglected, and wages for labourers rose. By then, being a gardener at a noble house or royal palace would have been a very good job.

Plants and the Roots of Heraldry

Picture the scene. It’s the Middle Ages, and there you are on a battlefield. Everyone is got up in helmets and chain mail, and they all look exactly the same... so in the heat of battle, how do you know whose head to chop off?

The Welsh found themselves in just that situation in the fifth century while having a spat with the Saxons, so to solve the problem they pulled leeks from nearby cottage gardens and stuck them in their helmets. The Saxons, not being in on the game, mistakenly slaughtered large numbers of their own men. Well, that’s the story anyway.

History is full of myths about plants saving the day and ending up as ‘mascots’. Eventually, more macho heraldic emblems, such as lions, appeared as coats of arms painted on shields – easier than picking flowers, particularly out of season. What’s more, you could then use them decoratively as architectural features all around the house, and since you were now firmly in the realms of fantasy, there was nothing to stop you from incorporating all sorts of mythical beasts, such as unicorns and griffins.

As various families intermarried, split up or changed sides, they might divide their escutcheon (heraldic shield) into quarters and have a different emblem in each. After a few generations, things could become quite complicated.

The Wars of the Roses were fought from 1455 to 1485 between the rival houses of York (whose emblem was a white rose) and Lancaster (represented by a red rose). Both believed they had a legitimate claim to the throne. The wars claimed the lives of 80 noblemen and 100,000 ‘common soldiers’, who all wore the appropriate flower on their helmets. The conflict ended with the death of the last of the Plantagenets – Richard III – on Bosworth Field, and the warring factions were eventually united by the marriage of Henry Tudor (of Lancaster) to Elizabeth, the eldest daughter of Edward IV (of York), who together founded the great Tudor dynasty.

High points in horticulture

Caxton invented his printing process and produced the first printed book in 1477, so for the first time books could be mass-produced at a price that allowed information to be more widely distributed among the educated nobility. Previously manuscripts had been laboriously copied by hand, which restricted their circulation mainly to scholars studying in monastic libraries.
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