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HANWELL CASTLE – SEVEN YEARS OF 
GARDEN ARCHAEOLOGY

Editor’s note: Stephen Wass, OGT member 
and independent archaeological consultant, 
has provided this update on recent progress 
with excavations at Hanwell Castle. Some OGT 
members will recall his lecture and tour in 2014 
which introduced us to the Jacobean water 
gardens at Hanwell created by Sir Anthony Cope 
in the first half of the seventeenth century. 
Beginning in 2013, Stephen has led a seven-
year campaign of volunteer archaeology to 
expose and analyse the water features, with 
the permission of the site’s owners, Christopher 
Taylor and Rowena Archer. 

Despite this year’s many difficulties, work 
has been continuing on one of the county’s 
longest-running archaeological ventures, the 
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investigations into the seventeenth-century 
gardens at Hanwell Castle. We have been 
concentrating on the central octagonal island 
within the water parterre to the east of the 
Castle. The entire perimeter has now been 
excavated. We continue to find what we believe 
to be remnants of the ‘House of Diversion’ as 
described in Robert Plot’s Natural History of 
Oxfordshire (first published in 1677) including 
architectural fragments from fountains and 
decorated wall plaster. 

Bearing in mind the essentially architectural 
nature of these formal gardens we have also 
been examining perimeter walls to the south 
east of the main site where we have unearthed 
an extraordinary complex of interrelated 
walls, one of which may have been part of a 
monumental gateway giving access to this part 
of the garden.

We have continued to welcome volunteers from 
far and wide, with appropriate social distancing 
of course. Many of them have been students, 
either hoping  to take A levels and go on to 
read archaeology at university but we have also 
had undergraduates and postgraduates keen 
to gain experience. We are hoping to mount 
another ‘big dig’ at some time during the Easter 
vacation, Covid rules permitting of course. New 
volunteers are always welcome. 

For further details about the project, see 
the Polyolbion website or contact Stephen at 
archaeology@polyolbion.org.uk

Continued on page 2
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The first intact pot being lifted(Stephen Wass)

Troy Farm maze (Marybeth Harasz)

The remains of more than forty terracotta 
garden urns from the period have been exposed. 
The work has been technically rather demanding 
as multiple pots were thrown into the moat, one 
on top of another, before a layer of rubble was 
tossed in as well. This has been a rather forensic 
business with the remains of each individual 
pot being extracted and examined before being 
packaged up and sent to our finds department 
for processing. 

We are also investigating potential sources 
of funding for a new research project, to be 
pursued in partnership with OGT, to research 
and survey a number of forgotten pre-
eighteenth century gardens around the county. 

Stephen Wass

TROY FARM MAZE, SOMERTON

The turf labyrinth at Troy Farm, Somerton, is 
one of very few surviving examples in England 
of this type of feature. The layout, grass banks 
and sunken pathways all survive well. The site 
was given statutory protection as a Scheduled 
Monument in June 2020.
 
Historic England’s Scheduling Entry notes 
that the existence of a circular pond to the 
east of the labyrinth, and combined with the 
probable date of the maze, indicates potential 
archaeological interest in the form of a wider-
ranging garden layout of C16th or C17th date.
 
The maze was subject to a complete restoration 
in 1999. Further work in 2007 reduced the 
shading by surrounding hedges. Recently 
reseeding and returfing has been undertaken 
under the direction of the owner. 
 

Note: A maze is a complex branching puzzle 
that includes choices of path and direction, 
may have multiple entrances and exits, and 
dead ends. A labyrinth has only a single, non-
branching path, which leads to the centre then 
back out the same way, with only one entry/exit 
point. 

Will Holborow

ST CATHERINE’S COLLEGE, OXFORD 

The landscape at St Catherine’s College 
was created in the 1960s along with its 
buildings by Arne Jacobsen – one of the most 
significant architects and designers of the 
mid-20th century. The scheme is Jacobsen’s 
only completed commission in England. It’s 
a highly unusual and complete integration of 
architecture and landscape. In recognition of its 
national importance, the site has been upgraded 
recently to Grade I on Historic England’s 
Register of Parks and Gardens of Special Historic 
Interest: 
Historic England Register Entry

Will HolborowSt Catherine’s College, sculpture by Barbara Hepworth 
(Pete Edwards)
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THREE TWENTIETH-CENTURY GARDENS

During 2020 Historic England announced the addition of twenty-four twentieth-century sites to 
the national Register of Parks and Gardens of Special Historic Interest. This followed pressure and 
recommendations from both the Gardens Trust and the C20 Society. A quarter of these sites were 
landscapes of post-war public housing estates in London and two were New Town parks (Milton 
Keynes and Harlow). In addition, the C20 Society published a new book 100 20th-Century Gardens 
& Landscapes many of which remain un-registered. I decided to use this as a guide for a few post-
lockdown visits.
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A visit to Harlow and the Gibberd Garden 
will take a little longer but a well-planned 
day trip from Oxford is possible. Frederick 
Gibberd’s masterplan for Harlow New Town was 
approved in 1949 and he chose to live in the 
New Town he had created. In the mid 1950s he 
bought a modest house attached to a 14-acre 
smallholding at the edge of the town and put 
all his weekend energies into developing the 
garden until his death in 1984. A collection 
of modern sculpture became an increasingly 
important part of Gibberd’s garden vision until 
there were 90 pieces all carefully placed to 
enhance their setting. Since the mid 1990s the Gibberd Garden (Pete Edwards)

Kennedy Memorial at Runnymede (Pete Edwards)

Stoke Poges Garden of Remembrance (Pete Edwards)

The first was to the Grade I registered (in 
1995) Stoke Poges Garden of Remembrance 
created in 1935-37 to designs by Edward White 
of Milner White & Sons. Set on the edge of the 
eighteenth-century Stoke Park and adjacent 
to St Giles’ Church, famed as the inspiration 
for Gray’s ‘Elegy’, its 20 acres are designed 
around a formal sunken water garden in an 
Italianate style characteristic of its period. This 
is set against more informal areas into which 
are incorporated 3,500 garden burial plots for 
either individuals or families. The gardens are 
open every day, entrance is free, and there is a 
small car park nearby. Buckinghamshire County 
Council have published a Stoke Poges Heritage Walk which includes the gardens. Taken together with 
the landscape of Gray’s Field and Memorial (National Trust) this makes a pleasant afternoon trip less 
than 40 miles from Oxford. 

Gibberd Garden Trust has carefully restored the garden and it is open to the public throughout the 
summer months. 

Finally, again a little closer to home, the 
Kennedy Memorial at Runnymede was designed 
by Gibberd’s friend Sir Geoffrey Jellicoe in 
1964. Although the memorial stone was listed 
in 1998 it was only in 2020 that the surrounding 
landscape, an integral part of the design, 
was registered. That landscape consists of an 
acre of wooded hillside gifted by the British 
Government to the Kennedy Memorial Trust. 
Now considered one of Jellicoe’s finest works 
it provides the visitor with a journey along 
a stepped cobbled pathway through native 
woodland to reach the memorial stone itself. 
Set off to one side are seats for contemplation which overlook the wider landscape of Runnymede. The 
site was gifted to the National Trust in 1929 and is open to visit every day all year round. 

Pete Edwards
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CHRISTMAS LECTURE: THE EROTIC 
GARDEN

Over 70 members and guests joined our first 
ever on-line lecture on 11 December. They were 
in for a festive treat as Jane Owen teased and 
tantalised us through The Erotic Garden - A 
Romp Through Garden History. The saucy title 
of the lecture belied Jane’s evident passion, 
deep knowledge and appreciation of gardens - 
and of the ideas and individuals behind them. 
For an hour we were transported into a world 
of escapism as we traversed the globe looking 
at the sensual and sexual in plants and gardens. 
The mood music was set by images of cocoa de 
mer, pitcher plants, nigella and mandrake. We 
were reminded that gardens can be experienced 
on many levels including through the personal 
whims of owners and their military, political, 
social and sexual inferences which could 
either be picked up by the perceptive or pass 
unnoticed. 

Grottos, temples, banqueting houses, ‘mounts’, 
terraces, vales - everywhere was open country 
for sensual encounters. The gods and goddesses 
of Greek and Roman mythology provided a 
convenient coded language for the classically 
educated. Venus could appear genteel but could 
also suggest a raunchy sensuality as found in 
the curves and gentle swell of the Venus Vale 
landscape at Rousham complete with shooting 
fountains, cascades and statues of Venus Pudica, 
Leda and the Swan, and Pan learing towards 
Venus, associated with arcadia and carnal sex. 
Venus appears in numerous landscapes – in the 
Venus de Medici Rotunda at Stowe and at Sir 
Francis Dashwood’s West Wycombe Park where 
the cusped entrance to the caves frequented 
by the Hellfire Club was suggestive of female 

genitalia. Also on site was a statue of Mercury 
-  the association of which as a cure for syphilis 
would not have gone unnoticed to the 18th-
century rake. 

The party theme continued at Wrest Park 
where a banqueting house (the Archer Pavilion) 
contains an upstairs rest room complete with 
bed and fireplace, whilst at Stancombe Park in 
Gloucestershire Palladian tunnels connected to 
secret gardens. Painswick Park in Surrey had its 
grotto with sparkling crystals. Examples of royal 
cavorting in gardens included the revelries of 
Charles II and Nell Gwynne in St James’ Park and 
Prince Edward VII’s affair with the Countess of 
Warwick conducted at Easton Lodge.

In the nineteenth century, Jane commented, 
there was ‘not so much smut’ in garden design. 
In the twentieth century, the love nest created 
by Vita Sackville-West and Harold Nicholson 
at Sissinghurst was both a marriage of minds 
and setting to indulge their private fantasies. 
The gardens at Cliveden provided a setting for 
the affair between John Profumo and Christine 
Keeler. 

More recent examples of sensuous designs 
include the geodesic dome of the Eden project 
by Tim Smith, Ivan Hicks’s garden of Sky 
Lady and James Alexander Sinclair’s grotto 
with chainmail and rubber.  Jane illustrated 
Chelsea Gardens designed by Paul Cooper and 
by her favourite contemporary designer Cleve 
West. Some of the most inspirational sensory 
landscapes are those created by Charles Jenks 
and Maggie Keswick at the Garden of Cosmic 
Speculation on the Scottish borders, with 
lakes and mounds sculpted on a vast scale 
disappearing into the great beyond.

Sally Stradling

Temple of Venus at West Wycombe Park (Wikipedia Commons) Sculpture from the Garden of Dreams, 
created for Chelsea Flower Show 2006 (Jane Owen)

Note: The Oxford Botanic Garden is offering another online talk by Jane Owen on 18 February on the 
subject of eight great gardens from Renaissance Italy to Mexico, Japan, Switzerland and the UK. 
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Memorial Park, Wantage (Vanessa Fell)

OGT RESEARCH AND RECORDING GROUP - PROGRESS REPORT

Over the summer we have been researching three very different public parks. We are aiming to 
research and record relevant aspects of historical, aesthetic and cultural interest of public parks 
in Oxfordshire. Lockdown has restricted our access to resources in libraries and county archives, 
which has led us to discover an abundance of archives available online. We have also benefitted 
from a tuition course on tree identification that we held at Garth Park in Bicester. We welcome more 
volunteers for this project. If anyone wishes to join us or would like further information, please 
contact Felix at felix.lam45@gmail.com  

As we reported in the last newsletter, Felix Lam and Vanessa Fell are researching Manor Road Memorial 
Park on the edge of Wantage. The park was opened in 1920 as a memorial to the fallen of the First 
World War, on land donated by local solicitor and dignitary Mr E. B. Ormond. The centenary of its 
opening was celebrated on 13th May this year. The park offers a children’s playground, tennis courts 
and a bowling green, as well as grassed open space for exercise and general recreation. It was planned 

Sue Pemberton and Chris Walker have been 
researching Florence Park in Oxford. The park 
was opened in 1936 when 21 acres of park 
land were donated to Oxford City Council by 
F.E. Moss in memory of his sister Florence. Mr 
Moss bought the land on which the Florence 
Park housing estate and park were built from 
Christ Church. The housing was built for the 
ever growing number of working people coming 
to Oxford for employment at the then Morris 
car factory and the American firm of Pressed 
Steel. Florence Park was constructed for all 
the working people living in the area. The 
park landscape was planned and organised 
by George Mold, whose plaque sits near the 
entrance gates. Mr Moss had specified that 
within the park three acres should be fenced 
off as a children’s corner, equipped with 
swings, seesaw and a playground. Initially 
there had been a paddling pool, but vandalism 
led to this frequently being empty of water 
and it has now been filled in. The park is well 
planted with deciduous and evergreen trees, 
with a magnificent avenue of horse chestnuts. 
There are some flower borders which in the 
past received much praise but are now rather 
neglected. 

as a ‘living memorial’ to provide leisure and 
recreation space for the next generation as well 
as amenities for veterans and widows, rather 
than as an ornamental ground or a symbolic 
memorial. It is planted with a variety of trees 
and hedges: there is an avenue of beech trees, 
tree lines around the outer boundaries, other 
tree groups, but only a few miniscule flower 
beds. The changing seasons deliver beautiful 
colours in the tree-scapes that comprise mainly 
deciduous species. The park slopes gently 
upwards to cultivated fields on the east side 
and offers views northwards over the town and 
southwards to the Ridgeway and Downs.

Florence Park is popular, and well used. It has a 
café, a children’s nursery and a tennis club.

Bandstand, Florence Park (Chris Walker)
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COMMITTEE NEWS

Committee business has continued uninterrupted throughout the pandemic with online Zoom 
meetings. Two of our most senior committee members – Joanna Matthews and David Bradley – have 
stepped down from the committee, leaving the remaining four members as a small but effective 
team – Marybeth Harasz, Sally Stradling, Vanessa Fell and Will Holborow. They have recently been 
joined by Stephen Wass, and we look forward to other new recruits in the New Year. The Committee 
is supported by other members who contribute in various ways – Iain Geddes and Malcolm Airs on 
planning applications, Felix Lam on maintaining the website, Trish Attwooll & Jaqueline Mitchell on 
event planning, Sean Vassen on newsletter design, as well as a small team of research volunteers. 

We held our 18th AGM on 9th October, and the first to be held ‘virtually’ on Zoom. Although only 
a small number of members attended, 22 apologies were received from the membership and 19 
members had confirmed their permission for the Secretary to vote on their behalf on all matters. 
Following reports presented by the Secretary and Treasurer, members considered and unanimously 
approved two motions. The first was that a request be submitted to the Charities Commission to 
change the constitution of Trust from a Company Limited by Guarantee to a Charitable Incorporated 
Organisation (CIO) and that the draft Constitution sent to members be adopted. The second motion 
was to approve the nomination of Felix Lam to serve as Trustee for a 3-year term in succession to 
Will Holborow who steps down by rotation. 

The meeting was then opened to the members for questions and comments. Topics were raised 
regarding online events, the location of future lectures and plans for future research activity. The 
need for more regular communication to members was raised and this has led to more regular 
‘round robin’ emails regarding Trust events and activities.

Will Holborow

Maria and Alun Coonick are researching the 
house and gardens of Garth Park, Bicester. 
During the latter half of the 19th century the 
Garth, formerly the Poplars, was the hunting 
box of the Deichmanns, an aristocratic Anglo-
German banking family, before eventually 
becoming the home of the Keith-Falconers. 
Following the death of Mrs Williamina Keith-
Falconer it was bought on behalf of the town 
in 1946 as pleasure gardens and council offices. 
The park, situated between the Launton Road 
and the Oxford to Bicester railway line, is edged 
with a mixture of deciduous and coniferous 
trees, whilst its interior is interspersed with 
informal lawns, individual and specimen trees, 
flower beds, bandstand, pond and some rather 
eclectic statuary. A children’s playground, skate 
park, cafe, bowling green and tennis courts 
provide the public facilities. Historically, a bell 
cast in 1732 by the local Hemins foundry is 
sited near the main entrance with its wrought 
iron gates and gate house. The former lodge, 
stabling and small cemetery devoted to ‘royal’ 
horses and hounds evoke memories of its 
hunting past. The main house is now used by 
Bicester Town Council as offices, ceremony 
room, registration office and a Citizens’ Advice 
Bureau.

The Research Team
Cedar tree and bandstand at Garth Park, Bicester (Alun Coonick)
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THE NEWT IN SOMERSET

In 2013 South African businessman and hotel 
owner Koos Bekker and his wife, interior 
designer Karen Roos, took over Hadspen House, 
near Castle Cary in Somerset. It had been the 
family seat of eminent garden writer Penelope 
Hobhouse since the 18th century and, more 
recently, home to Nori and Sandra Pope, who 
wrote the wonderfully illustrated book Colour 
by Design (1998). Under its new owner, the 
estate – which includes a working farm and 
woodland as well as the garden – has been 
comprehensively and beautifully redesigned and 
renamed The Newt. The house itself is now a 
luxury hotel.

The garden’s use of topography, hard-
landscaping and water is outstanding. Its themes 
include the apples ubiquitous to Somerset, 
garden history (including an exhibition space 
entitled the The Story of Gardening) and the 
future. You enter the garden along a finely 
detailed serpentine wooden path – slats always 
at right angles to the direction of travel and 
raised fractionally in order to protect the 
woodland floor. 

The walled garden – or Parabola – is surprisingly 
steep, with a wide gateway at the bottom to 
allow frosts to escape into the valley below. The 
red brick walls have been retained, providing 
a feeling of permanence. The new steps in the 
walled garden are formed in individual cropped 
pieces of local stone creating a pleasing rustic 
and robust feel. There is also some superb 
detailing, including pebble mosaics, bronze 
newts, toads and waterlilies. 

A large new working orchard has been planted 
across the valley. There is seasonal apple 
pressing and a Cyder Bar and Cellar. The walled 
garden alone features 260 varieties, planted 
as standards, cordons, fans and espaliers, and 
an old apple press reworked as a water feature 
with rills in the centre. 

Water has been very well used throughout. 
There is a large new lake – which will be opened 
to visitors in due course – and a number of 
woodland ponds – one beside a stumpery and 
another formed from a quarry or marl pit. As 
well as these are large formal ponds with coy 
carp and fountains on the main vista. There are 
lovely stepped pools cascading down, from a 
large formal pool with bronze newts demolishing 
the wall to the bronze toads which squirt 
unsuspecting passers-by – much to the pleasure 
of children and adults alike. 

The Viper, a treetop walkway, snakes its way 
through the tree canopies. This bridge is a 
fabulous piece of sculpture and provides an 
exhilarating experience of being amongst the 
tree tops. The highest point of the estate is 
behind the house. A conical tumulus ascended 
on a spiral path makes this point even higher. 
Vistas cutting through the woodland provide 
framed views north and south.

The Newt is a must for anyone interested in the 
design of gardens. It does not have the near 
perfection of Vaux-le-Vicomte or the homeliness 
of Rousham or Asthall Manor, but it does have 
the originality, creativity and hints of future 
wonders. 

The gardens are open all year, however visitors 
must obtain a Garden Membership ahead of 
visiting. Full details for planning a visit are 
available on the Newt’s website: 
The Newt In Somersset

Jonathan Ford
Apples at The Newt (Jonothan Ford)

Formal gardens at The Newt (Jonathan Ford)
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Oxfordshire Gardens Trust Contacts

Secretary: Marybeth Harasz, 6 Heritage Lane, Ascott-under-Wychwood OX7 6AD; 
secretary@ogt.org.uk
Other Committee Members: Vanessa Fell (Membership), Will Holborow (Treasurer), Sally Stradling 
(Events).
Membership applications to: Vanessa Fell, c/o 30 West Street, Chipping Norton, Oxon, OX7 5ER. 
membership@ogt.org.uk 

Patrons: Charles and Angela Cottrell-Dormer, Lord and Lady Saye and Sele, Lady Camoys, 
Professor Liam Dolan

 
Company registered in England and Wales No. 04499797 Registered Charity No. 0194648

Registered Office: 30 West Street, Chipping Norton, Oxon, OX7 5ER. A member of The Gardens Trust. 
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OGT EVENTS

All lectures this spring are online. Zoom links will be sent just before each lecture takes place; 
please enter the Zoom ‘room’ by 5.45pm, for the lecture to begin at 6pm. Register for each talk on 
EventCube: https://ogtevents.eventcube.io or click here. £4 members, £5 non-members.

Thursday 21st January, 6pm. 17th-century gardens in Oxfordshire and beyond
Stephen Wass, of Polyolbion Archaeology, will speak about his doctoral research into the 17th century 
water gardens at Hanwell, Enstone and elsewhere.

We are currently planning garden excursions for the spring and summer, but arrangements for most 
cannot be confirmed until Covid restrictions are lifted. We hope to include visits to:
Faringdon House (May)
Ham Court (with AGM, June; see below)
Oxford therapeutic gardens (July)
Archaeological work at Enstone or Stowe (July)
Rousham summer social with Buckinghamshire GT and Warwickshire GT (August)
Wittenham Clumps (September)

Saturday 5th June. AGM & Visit to Ham Court, Bampton, Oxfordshire, OX18 2HG 
10am to 2pm. AGM in barn 10-11am, followed by tea/coffee, talk and tour of the site with Matthew 
Rice, author and artist. Ham Court was once the gate house of a major 14th-century castle. Emma 
Bridgewater and Matthew Rice have energetically transformed the site, re-instating the moat, creating 
a productive kitchen garden and woodland walk. Maximum 30; £15 members, £20 guests, lunch with 
wine included; plant sales before departure. Plenty of on-site parking.

OTHER ONLINE EVENTS

One of the consequences of the pandemic has been a burgeoning of online events offered by the 
Gardens Trust, county gardens trusts and other organisations on garden history and garden design. A 
list of these is maintained on the events pages of the OGT website and on the Gardens Trust website.


