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SEASONS
AT HIGHCLERE

Gardening, growing and cooking through the year at

THE REAL DOWNTON ABBEY

THE COUNTESS OF CARNARVON




This book is dedicated to my sisters, some of whom cook and some of whom garden; to Nanny, who observes each activity offering her opinion; and to Edward and Geordie, with whom and for whom I love to cook and garden.

For everything there is a season, to grow, to cook and to hope for reason.
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INTRODUCTION

Seasons at Highclere – Gardening, Growing and Cooking Through the Year at The Real Downton Abbey shares the history and reality of living in a great landed estate, from its Anglo-Saxon origins through 800 years as a medieval bishops’ palace and then into the great Victorian and Edwardian gardens of the ‘real Downton Abbey’. From the enduring timelessness of the iconic cedars of Lebanon, to rooms with a view within the Castle, this book is an opportunity to share the layers of historical research about the gardens and landscape, to retell anecdotes and include recipes, from family picnics to formal dinners in the great State Dining Room.

The Highclere Estate has a uniquely long history spanning nearly 1,300 years, with very few changes of ownership. For 800 years it was owned by the Bishops of Winchester and it still stands, more or less, on the same footprint as it did then, with the old medieval walls lying within the curtilage of the current Castle and gardens.

From a bishops’ palace, Highclere became an elegant Tudor family residence, which was purchased by my husband’s forbears in 1679. Later, the Carnarvon family built a symmetrical, classical, stone Georgian home around the Elizabethan building. This lasted until the 3rd Earl of Carnarvon commissioned the pre-eminent Victorian architect Sir Charles Barry to design and build the current Castle which is so known and loved today. Barry was inspired by his travels in Italy, by the colours and sights he saw there, and he regarded Highclere as perhaps his most successful project, and far more enjoyable than his contemporaneous one: the Houses of Parliament.

Initially, this ‘new’ Highclere was also called a ‘palace’ before being renamed Highclere Castle. It has a cosy splendour, with between 250 and 300 rooms, and sits in 1,000 acres of Capability Brown parkland. We still look after farmland, downland and woodland comprising another 4,500 acres.

There are certain practicalities of looking after a twelfth-century monks’ garden, of understanding the development of a classic eighteenth-century English garden, the sweeping changes of Capability Brown and the need and desire to allow space and peace for wildlife. After all, it is their home too.

There is no subject of more general use than the cultivation of land and improvement of the vegetable world.
Richard Bradley, New Improvements of Planting and Gardening, 1739

Despite the impact of modern technology, we are all affected by the changing seasons and by the memories they trigger. The bursts of colour, sounds of birdsong, frisking lambs and fresh bright light that herald spring and the warmth and drowsiness of an English summer: insects amongst the wildflower meadows, the sound of a tennis ball being hit and the thought of fresh homemade lemonade in a tall jug. Autumn has a crisp smell in the air, with the crunch of leaves underfoot and the crimson colours of distant views, whilst winter is pale, with brisk walks on ancient white-chalk downlands, eating hot stews or roasting chestnuts by the fire and sharing cosy conversations with friends and family. Our four seasons involve all the senses: sight, hearing, smell, taste and touch, and they all live in our memories.

    Every autumn, at our harvest festival, we sing the Hymn of the Hampshire Countryside (page 7) whilst a variety of patient animals, tractors and bags of wheat, oats and barley wait outside. It is not short but it does proceed at a steady beat, which gives me time to think as we move from praise for ‘the maker of upland and plain’ to the ancient paths in which footprints are ‘engraven’ to the ‘leaves for thy pillow and ling (heather/moss) for thy bed’. One verse sensibly asks of the farmer and his harvest ‘where is the labour to fetch it all home?’, which always wrings a wry smile from my husband, Geordie. It is an endlessly repeated cycle in which the land gathers up its life to start again each year as we look up into ‘the starry night, waking or sleeping’.
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Hymn of the Hampshire Countryside

Praise we The Lord, the great Author of Nature Praise we the maker of upland and plain; Praise we the Spirit through whom every creature Gathers its life and renews it again.

Once did The Son of God – mighty the wonder – Walk this Earth’s dusty paths, tread on its loam; Once did he look on the harvest and ponder: Where is the labour to fetch it all home?

Lord, we would serve Thee and turn to Thy glory All our best efforts of mind and of hand; Lord, we would see the old heavenly story Made flesh again in the soil of our land.

Are not the waters of Test and of Avon Meet for thy christening as Jordan’s of old? May not our downs, with thy footprints engraven, Like Judah’s mountains thy cradle unfold?

Of in the starry night, waking or sleeping, On the hard stones Thou reclines thy head: Wilt no Thou not rest where our forest is heaping Leaves for thy pillow and ling for thy bed?

Once for a gardener did Mary mistake Thee In the first mists of the first Easter Day: Lord, we have gardens, and fain would we make Thee Master of all their resplendent array.

See, where his flock the young shepherd is guiding, Hard by the track on Old Winchester Hill; See, where ’mid Alton’s shy slopes lie in hiding, Kilns where the hops their soft odours distil.

Jesus, our Saviour, in mercy be near us: Shepherd and Sower and Reaper art thou; Pardon our sins – let thy charity cheer us: Hallow the harvest we bring to thee now.


Rather like the majestic trees circumscribing the Castle, this home is rooted in one place. Neither can move to escape but both need to adapt in order to survive in unpredictable conditions. The weather, of course, remains a daily topic of conversation concerning the Castle, trees, garden and farm. So used are we to shops, fridges and delivery companies, it is easy to forget where and how our food arrives on our table. The gardens of today may be less productive and have become more of a retreat than they used to be, but the farm is largely as it has always been, albeit more mechanised: a balance between producing a good harvest and conserving nature.

Arriving visitors find themselves following a road around a corner, down a hill, that curves playfully through an Arcadian parkland before they discover the Castle before them, sitting resolutely in the middle. It is the setting, the sense of place, the deep knowledge of history and the lives of the preceding residents that anchor us into the ground: the generations who lived, strived and laughed here before my husband and myself. It is a visible reminder both of achievements and heritage.

We know what we are but know not what we may be.
William Shakespeare, Hamlet

For Geordie and I it is a privilege, a responsibility and an extraordinarily busy life at all hours alongside a community who love this building, its gardens, farmlands, woods, nature on Earth and in the sky and all the values, cultures and dreams that it stands for. To quote the French author Victor Hugo: ‘If you don’t build castles in the air, you won’t build anything on the ground’.
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FIONA — 8TH COUNTESS OF CARNARVON
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THE GOLDEN STONES AND PINNACLED TOWERS OF HIGHCLERE CASTLE SIT ASTRIDE an extraordinary landscape in southern England. Climbing up the twisting, closely constructed staircase to the very top of the Tower, I push open a small doorway and step out to gaze silently at the horizon, the open view that stretches out in every direction. Grass parklands, downlands, woods, fields, the remains of earlier farming homesteads and prehistoric boundaries snake their way through both time and distance …
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Bronze Age vistas on the Highclere Estate
IN THE BEGINNING

GEORDIE AND I ARE THE STEWARDS not just of the beautiful, inspirational home known to millions as ‘Downton Abbey’ but also of the complex remains of a great diachronic landscape. This is not a static heritage captured at one architectural moment but an evolving landscape that embraces a widespread natural diversity in geography, farming, flora and fauna. The longevity of consistent ownership, with its consequent lack of radical change, means that those who wish to can walk, live or pause in this landscape today and glimpse moments of these past communities. For some 800 years, long before my husband’s family came here, Highclere was a great ecclesiastical estate, its history well represented in the Bishops’ Rolls in Winchester and other lay returns. Looking south from the Castle Tower, the horizon takes you back beyond even these times to the prehistoric, to Bronze Age barrows and bowls and an Iron Fort on the summit of Beacon Hill that encircles the remains of some 20 homesteads and storage pits. It was already a busy cultivated land when the Romans marched in during the first century BC.

Highclere lies between what were the large Roman towns of Winchester and Silchester, and the old roads here still mark the grids that linked the urban-inclined Roman settlers. Surmising from the coins and broken pottery that have been found here, there may have been a villa settlement at this time at the northern foot of Beacon Hill. Later, as the Roman civilisation disintegrated and the Saxons moved across the Channel, the Roman market life dissipated and their rural villas, buildings, fields and homes were either destroyed or amalgamated into Saxon farming life. Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People records that the tribe in this area was called Gewisse, though there is little real record of them.

From an early beginning in Anglo-Saxon times, the assets of the Bishops of Winchester evolved into one of the most extensive manorial holdings in England. Five charters, the first in 749AD, set out the boundaries and ownership of the lands at ‘Clere’, and Alfred the Great even mentioned aet cleran in his will.

The location was clearly prized. The geology of the lands allowed arable farming on the light soils, grazing on the downland, cows and horses on good pasture, and pigs in the panne with Highclere as the caput. By 1086 a church had been built on a site near the current Castle. It was named for St Michael (who was associated with high places, apparitions and cemeteries) and the first recorded priest was one Aluric.
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During the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, under the Bishops of Winchester, William Edington and subsequently the famous William of Wykeham, Highclere was further transformed. Situated at a natural crossroad for travellers, Old Burghclere became the centre of the farming enterprise whilst the existing buildings were gradually transformed into a medieval palace with inner and outer courtyards, orchards, herb gardens and a deer park. The pipe rolls record the aggrandisement of the manor, the great building works and the rents from tenants that came in to help pay for it. The manor of Highclere was notable for its sport, for the deer park, warrens and the fish ponds. Agriculture was undertaken beyond the boundaries of the park palings, whilst trees to the north of the courts and house masked the village settlements. Although much of the architecture and life was either not recorded or lost, it is probable that the vernacular houses would have been constructed in either wattle or timber.

During the reformations, the lands of ‘clere’ passed out of ecclesiastical ownership and, after a hiatus of around 100 years, into that of the ancestors of the Carnarvon family. Into the park laid out and bounded by the Bishops of Winchester 300 years earlier they added the more formal avenues, perspectives, glades, exotic trees and follies of a gentleman’s estate.

Later, the great eighteenth-century landscape architect ‘Capability’ Brown reworked the Elizabethan gardens and park on a grand scale, removing the vernacular dwellings to the north of the Castle to ‘rationalise’ the setting. Sweeping vistas were created and a more fashionable ‘arrival’ and ‘departure’ story built to suit the social standing of the Earl.

The famous diarist William Cobbett, on riding into the park, observed it as a paragon of presentation and management, the sharply contrasting topography flattered by the hand of man.

Today, walking through the gates, taking the time to stand and stare, you enter into an Arcadian world that, in spirit, might not be that different from that seen by priest Aluric 1,000 years earlier.
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THE GARDEN OF EDEN

WHETHER IT IS THE EPIC OF GILGAMESH or other legendary myths about the origins of life, it all seems to begin in a garden. A man is created from the soil by a god, and lives in a natural setting amongst the animals. He is introduced to a woman who tempts him and he succumbs. Most of us are able to resist everything except temptation, and thus nothing much has changed.

The difference between farming and gardening is often blurred. Farming – agriculture – involves livestock as well as plants, and its goals are utilitarian. Gardening – horticulture – does not involve raising animals, and the goals might be utilitarian but can also be recreational or ornamental, often in combination.

Some time before his coronation as Holy Roman Emperor in 800, Charlemagne published Capitulare de Villis Imperialibis, which set out a framework within which was listed the plants that should be grown in every town. This guidance could be adapted according to local conditions – Charlemagne’s empire spanned a large geographical area – but some aspects, such as the need for good drainage and guttering, were universal. The same principles apply today; shelter and good drainage are imperative but so is a deep familiarity with the land and gardens, a knowledge that is both practical and recurrent.

The equinox on 21 March marks the official start of spring and the beginning of summer daylight hours, at least in the UK. In Roman times it was called the ‘day of joy’ and it was celebrated amidst a week of festivities. However, nature is often at least one step ahead, and in reality, by this point ‘spring’ has been underway for several weeks. The earliest bulbs have already come and gone and fresh green shoots are everywhere. Crocuses light up the shadows under the trees, a woodpecker flashes through the Wood of Goodwill, toads are spawning in the lake, and Mike Withers’ bees (Mike is Highclere’s beekeeper) are emerging from their hives. The sap is starting to rise in the mighty oaks that ring the parkland and the skylark flies up towards the fresh sky to sing. In the words of Shakespeare: ‘April … hath put a spirit of youth in everything.’
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Oh, to be in England Now that April’s there,

And whoever wakes in England

Sees, some morning, unaware,

That the lowest boughs and the brushwood sheaf

Round the elm-tree bole are in tiny leaf,

While the chaffinch sings on the orchard bough

In England – now!

Robert Browning, ‘Home-Thoughts, From Abroad’, 1845


From the sharp, green, vibrant shoots unfurling from tree branches, to the open grassland and glades which are host to golden daffodils, spring is transforming the wintry grey trunks and silent landscape into the ‘blossomed peartree in the hedge, Blossoms and dewdrops – at the bent spray’s edge’, as Browning beautifully describes it. Everywhere, vivid shards of colour on the ground are counterbalanced by the first clouds of effervescent blossom.

From an indeterminate date known only to themselves, the mornings become a much noisier world, full of competing songbirds, but what is rather joyous is that, thanks to still mostly bare branches, you can see the tiny birds balanced high in the trees. In fact, spring time can generally become quite competitive at Highclere: John the Castle Manager is already listening out intently to make sure he is the one to hear the first cuckoo.

A watch of nightingales · A charm of goldfinches · A wisp of snipe A murmuration of starlings · A parliament of rooks

The tempo and decibels pick up as blackbirds whistle and wrens and robins join in with remarkable variation, joined by ever more collections of birds returning from southern climes. They all seek shelter in evergreen oaks and thick tall viburnums as early spring showers eddy sharply and immense white cloud banks hurry across the skyline. Shy spotted woodpeckers give their presence away by their drumming on the trees, early queen bees emerge to look for nectar, and a bumble bee flaps its way into the stables behind the Castle before slowly, almost drunkenly, reversing out.

THE SHEEP DELL

IT IS A GOOD WALK ACROSS LARGE PARK FIELDS, ‘down dell’, following the edge of a path along a woodland before turning down an old track to reach the blackened, slatted barn with its matching roof at Ivory Farm. Behind it lies a more modern version, with a long, grey metal roof, supported by practical metal pillars, all of which offer a measure of shelter but also plenty of circulating fresh air.

The sound of the ewes and lambs can be heard long before you draw close and is quickly followed by the familiar earthy smell of sweet haylage, straw and the promise of tiny white bundles of legs and triangular heads. Inside the barn, on one side, are the small pens inhabited by ewe and lambs, whilst much of the central space, now framed by large straw bales, is filled with extraordinarily wide ewes waddling as they munch on haylage or sit down, exhausted, panting, on thick beds of straw. A radio plays in the background over a well-organised table laid out with everything that might be needed from sanitiser spray, gloves, various gels and a kettle, to powdered milk and red heat lamps.

The gestation time of a sheep is five months. Rams are put with groups of ewes in sequence to create some semblance of planning so that lambing can take place over a number of weeks. If possible, the single and sometimes the twin lambs can arrive outside, but the ewes carrying triplets are always brought into the barn.

Spring birth remains a miracle each year. The ewes stand up and sit down again, grunting, lurching and, typically, looking helpless. Then, with a heave, the water bag that protected the head of the unborn lamb in the womb, bursts. Hopefully, at that point, the lamb ‘dives out’ of the ewe, its two front feet closely followed by its nose and head. The fluids and mucus need to be cleaned from the lamb’s face and shortly after it sneezes and takes a breath. Every time it is a moment of awe. Then, not much more than ten minutes later another lamb emerges. The lambs are picked up and, followed by the ewe, put safely into a single pen with water buckets and hay in the hope that the ewe bonds with her babies and will begin to clean and lick them. Unless the weather is truly appalling, the ewes and newborn lambs will be turned out into the more sheltered fields in the park the following day. Playing chase and tag over old logs and tree stumps, the lambs grow ever stronger.
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However, some years we have had times of freezing spring frosts and even snow during lambing. In those times every corner of every barn comes into play to offer some temporary shelter until the cold snap is blown away by energetic gusts of April weather. Twenty-four-hour ‘food and room service’ of water, hay and bottle-feeding orphans is a gruelling effort. In the frozen March of 2018 Geordie and I enjoyed a lovely supper with friends in the Castle before swapping evening dress for wellington boots at 11pm to head down to the lambing barns for a couple of hours to help through the dark night, topping up the ewes’ water, putting wedges of haylage into corners of pens and enough straw around their perimeters to help the lambs survive the icy temperatures. The process today remains the same as it was hundreds of years ago, and it is both exciting and exhausting depending on the time of day and the amount of hours of sleep.

Sheep were once a vital part of the economy: in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries they contributed a third or more of England’s export revenues and they have played a role in Highclere’s finances since the estate’s earliest days. Early eighth-century Anglo-Saxon charters defining boundaries at Highclere mention sheep ‘dells’ – sheltered areas that are good for grazing. The Bishops’ records document that in 1208 …

554 [sheep] remain from last year and 250 were added from the stock and 1 found. Sum 805.

At that time, the flocks were under the care of the Sheep Reeve, who was sufficiently important himself to merit assistants. Records from 1350 detail expenses of ‘6 gallons of tar ointment read achre, 24 hurdles wattling and shearing beyond what the customary tenants were able to do on account of their fewness’ (the result of the Black Death).

Shearing was so important it was supervised and everyone turned out to help. The wool was sent to London to be exported and was the nation’s most important income source during this period. If wool was an important part of Highclere’s income, then fortunes were made from it in London. A newly arcaded and two-storied customhouse was built at Wool Wharf in 1382 and the Comptrollership of Wool Customs was a role that was much fought over from which enormous wealth could be accrued.

In contrast, today each fleece fetches perhaps £1, which is less than the cost of shearing. Our sheep, however, form part of the stewardship of the landscape on the chalk downlands, keeping scrub bramble at bay and having a role in the long rotations that make up the agricultural cycles. There is no intense farming at Highclere, but rather the intention to maintain a balance to allow the relationships within nature to continue. Their grazing forms part of the complex relationships that allow grasses and other plants to thrive, while in turn providing a home and feeding conditions for birds, butterflies, moths and many insects.
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AND OTHER ANIMALS

THROUGHOUT THE MEDIEVAL PERIOD, the hogs in the woods were also always noted. Beechmast and acorns offered pannage through the winter whereas today we have bags of feed, although the hogs are still happy to snuffle through their paddocks next to the woods. Spring is a good time for piglets to arrive and in a short time they are up and about, enquiring into their world and squeaking noisily when unsure or worried, which wakes up the sows.

At the opposite side of the park is a courtyard of stables in which the thoroughbred brood mares spend early spring while we wait for the foals to appear. Inevitably the foals will be born in the small hours of night, although we are now blessed with cameras to alert us to head over, armed with Thermoses of tea and coffee. The telltale signs of pacing and looking around start and stop until suddenly the mare is down, then hooves and a face appear, followed by a collection of long legs landing on the straw. The next two hours tend to be spent watching and helping as need be until the foal has started drinking and has gained the essential colostrum as the mare’s contractions ease.
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The pasture around the Castle ‘has the smooth character belonging to the downs or pastures of chalky districts’, which is as good for horses’ bones as it is for ours. Horses have been part of Highclere since forever, recorded endlessly by number and function, but it was the 5th Earl who, in 1902, began a stud here. He passed his passion on to his son who was a good amateur jockey and also created a business out of it. The 7th Earl, Geordie’s father, worked tirelessly planning his breeding and racing operations and likewise passed his interest in horseracing on to his children. Like his father, Geordie is utterly enthralled by working out the mating plans for his mares, deciding where they should be trained and then consulting with the trainers on all the upcoming meetings to find suitable races for them, though always realising this is a game of triumph and disaster ‘and treat those two imposters just the same’ (some wise words from Rudyard Kipling’s poem ‘If’).

Animals are part of our imagination and dreams. In many ways the romance of spring is embodied within them – in the impossibly long legs of a foal unfurling to shakily stand shortly after birth, in the lambs curled up in the straw, the piglets emerging noisily and in some numbers, the chickens shaking out their feathers and becoming more vocal and productive as the weather warms. They offer us promise and relationships and, whilst we do not depend on them in the same way today as we once did, they add so much to our life and awareness.
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TIME-LAPSE PLANTING

‘What is Spring?
Growth in everything’

Gerard Manley Hopkins, ‘The May Magnificat’, 1918

APRIL AT HIGHCLERE OFTEN BEGINS with sharp showers, brisk breezes and the occasional flurry of snow, all of which catch out the unprotected walker. It is a month of transformation, as the muted browns and mossed greens suddenly acquire golden highlights of colour, and melodic voices in different registers echo high in the trees, complementing the time-lapse colour and scent of spring below. As if from nowhere, one day, the tiny cowslips cover the entire wildflower meadow like a sunny carpet of pale gold. Their natural habitat is the chalky soil of unmown meadows and if once plentiful, they are now quite rare. Happy cousins of the primrose and welcomed as a portent of spring, they bear a cluster of small yolk-yellow flowers above large, green crinkly leaves. Thankfully, they know no boundaries and so they cheerily colonise paths and borders.

As if brought in by nature’s orchestral conductor, taller clouds of daffodils – double-heads, single-heads, whites, yellows and orange – and yellow eyes begin to open into colour by paths, borders and in glades. In the Wood of Goodwill, daffodils and narcissi are naturalised around trees, scattered along the Walnut Walk, with varieties such as ‘Minnow’, ‘Pheasant’s Eye’, ‘Dutch Master’, ‘Cheerfulness’, ‘Actaea’, ‘Ice Follies’ or ‘Jonquilla Ice Follies’. We began the project twelve years ago, buying a thousand mixed daffodils and laboriously planting them by hand, which took time and, in such a large area, originally made a small showing. However, it is about persistence and, to the gardeners’ immense pleasure, we then found a Dutchman called Michael Lubbe who arrived bearing gifts of Edam cheese and a clever machine to run behind a small tractor. He was able to plant 5,000 bulbs in just two hours (for example, ‘Standard Value’, ‘Holland Sensation’, ‘Flower Record’, ‘Dutch Master’ and ‘Carlton’), which transformed all our lives. In fact, the first time Michael arrived, Don Dowsett, our original gardener, immediately perceived the enormous advantage and rushed off to collect and tip all the rest of the bulbs he thought he might have to plant into Michael’s machine. In his haste every bulb on the estate went in, including the ‘Tête-à-tête’ and ‘Paperwhite’ bulbs that had been intended to grow in large cache-pots to bring into the Castle. There would be other years …

Long celebrated in art and literature, daffodils and narcissi are associated with a number of themes in different cultures, ranging from death to good fortune. Many varieties have scent but the fragrance of narcissi above all is intoxicating and uplifting. William Wordsworth summed up all views of daffodils with his immortal poem written around 1804:

‘When all at once I saw a crowd,

A host, of golden daffodils;

Beside the lake, beneath the trees,

Fluttering and dancing in the breeze.’

In the early days, our planting was perhaps a little linear but we soon became more sophisticated and in subsequent years, Michael would arrive and drive in great sweeping curves. Later, we added Snakeshead fritillaries (Fritillaria meleagris), Grecian windflower (Anemone blanda), Glory of the snow (Chionodoxa luciliae), Narcissus cyclamineus ‘Rapture’ and the forest tulip (Tulipa sylvestris), as well as alliums to give longevity to the flowering in the woodland gardens.

As the yellow golds gather strength for a final flourish, tulips in all colours begin to take their place. Every autumn, Geordie diligently peruses bulb catalogues for both old and new favourites in order to carefully plan his campaign. Tulips go in later in the autumn than other bulbs, and deeper – at least three times the depth of the bulb. They are, however, much liked as food by small mammals, so various wire nets and other stratagems are constructed to keep the bulbs safe. Come early spring there is a certain anxiety to see if these defences have worked and that there are at least some pale leaves, the shape of hare’s ears, peeking through the ground.
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Once again, the tulips are planted in sequence so that they can be enjoyed over a longer season. Early, mid- and late-flowering choices are mixed with the differing shapes of lily, parrot, early doubles or Darwin tulips. If much-admired today, it is hard now to contemplate the mania around tulips that took place in Holland in the 1600s. Symbols of wealth, they were painted by the greatest artists and their perceived value led to sky-high prices followed by an inevitable crash.

It all started with a single tulip bulb brought to Holland from Turkey, called the tulipan (turban in English; tulband in Dutch), perhaps named for the shape of the turbans worn by Turkish men. By 1630 prices had risen to as much as 6,000 guilders for a single bulb (the Semper Augustus), the same as a beautiful house in the most fashionable district of Amsterdam. For economists, it became the first great financial bubble, followed by the South Sea Bubble of 1720 and continuing all the way to the more recent tech bubbles.

IRISES AND RAINBOWS

IN GREEK MYTHOLOGY, Iris was the goddess of the rainbow and a messenger for Zeus and Hera and many believe that the flower is named after her. She carried messages from heaven to Earth on the arc of the rainbow and was a companion to female souls on the way to heaven. To this day, Greeks plant purple irises on women’s graves so that Iris will guide them to their resting place in heaven.

Each iris is a work of art, with extraordinarily beautiful, large flowers on strong, tall stems above sword-like leaves. They are best planted to sit near if not on top of the soil. When they have flowered, they can be split, leaving the healthy rhizomes undisturbed and gearing up to flower the following year. With proper care they should keep flowering for up to twenty years.

Each year we collect more species: ‘Lion King’, ‘Golden Beauty’ and ‘Red Ember’ from local suppliers along with the exceptional French Cayeux family breeding irises such as ‘Baie des Anges’ and ‘High Chaparral’.

Loved by royalty since the times of the ancient Egyptians who immortalised them as symbols of life, the iris was adopted as the fleur-de-lis by the French monarchy and incorporated into the royal standard and coat of arms, then later depicted for evermore in one of the world’s most famous paintings, Vincent van Gogh’s Irises. Closer to home, the British artist Sir Cedric Morris was the only person of his generation to achieve national stature both as a painter and a plantsman. In his famous gardens at Benton End, in Suffolk, he grew about 1,000 new iris seedlings each year, displaying the collection on open days. He produced at least 90 named varieties, usually prefixed with ‘Benton’ and, unsurprisingly, they provided a frequent theme for his paintings.

Spring Cocktails
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AS SPRING PROGRESSES TOWARDS SUMMER, THOUGHTS TURN TO COCKTAILS and friends with whom to share the gardens and evening celebrations. The elder brother of the novelist Evelyn Waugh is often credited with inventing the cocktail party.


‘Some years ago I remarked to my brother Evelyn that I believed I had invented the cocktail party,’ Alec writes. ‘His eyes widened and whitened in the way they did. “I should be careful about making that boast in print” … He may well be right, but I have, I trust, reason for maintaining that in the literary bohemian circle I did frequent in London, I gave the first cocktail party.’



Evelyn Waugh, of course, married in turn two nieces of the 5th Earl of Carnarvon, and wrote that something was ‘very Highclere’ when it was very good. These cocktail recipes are very Highclere and our croquet was consequently very good, too.
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Recipe List

The Lavender Lady

Bramble

The English Garden

Hanky Panky

His Lordship Cocktail




The Lavender Lady

The prettiest of cocktails, and it perfectly highlights the botanicals in Highclere Castle Gin.



	50ml (2fl oz) Highclere Castle Gin

	25ml (1fl oz) lavender syrup

	25ml (1fl oz) lemon juice

	1 egg white



Combine the gin, lavender syrup and lemon juice into an ice-filled cocktail shaker and shake until cold · Strain out the ice, add the egg white and shake again (this is known in the trade as a reverse shake) · Strain into a chilled coupe glass.

BUTLER’S NOTE

You can buy lavender syrup or make your own very easily · Pick lavender flowers before they have properly opened · Add 250g (9oz) sugar to 250ml (8fl oz) cold water in a pan, making a one-to-one syrup · Bring to the boil, drop in a handful of flowers and let them steep until cool · Leave for more or less time, depending upon how strong a lavender flavour you prefer · Strain into a jug · Kept in the fridge, this syrup will last for up to a week (or pour into an ice cube tray to freeze, so it is always there when you need it).
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The Lavender Lady
Bramble

Created just 40 years ago, this has already become a classic – a fantastic splash of summer colour.



	50ml (2fl oz) Highclere Castle Gin

	25ml (1fl oz) lemon juice

	12·5ml (scant ½fl oz) sugar syrup

	15ml (½fl oz) crème de mûre (blackberry liqueur)



To garnish


	Blackberries

	Lemon slices



Fill an old-fashioned glass with crushed ice · Add the gin, lemon juice, sugar syrup and stir together · Pour the crème de mûre over · Spear the garnishes on a cocktail stick.

BUTLER’S NOTE

You could substitute crème de cassis (blackcurrant liqueur) for the crème de mûre, or garnish with a sprig of rosemary.
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Bramble
The English Garden

This is such a quintessentially British cocktail filled with summer flavours, best served in a long, tall glass and enjoyed in a deckchair on a lawn.



	50ml (2fl oz) Highclere Castle Gin

	25ml (1fl oz) elderflower liqueur (St. Germain)

	15ml (½fl oz) lime juice

	75ml (3fl oz) apple juice


To garnish


	Apple slices

	Cucumber ribbon




Shake all the ingredients in a shaker and strain into an ice-filled glass · Garnish with slices of apple and a cucumber ribbon.
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The English Garden
Hanky Panky

Created by the bartending legend Ada ‘Coley’ Coleman in the 1920s, who became the first female head bartender at the Savoy. The recipe is from the 1930 Savoy Cocktail Book. It has a beautiful colour and scent and is one to sip slowly.



	50ml (2fl oz) Highclere Castle Gin

	50ml (2fl oz) sweet vermouth

	2 dashes Fernet-Branca (a bitter herb-based liqueur)


To garnish


	Orange twist




Combine all the ingredients into a mixing glass with ice · Stir until well chilled · Strain into a chilled cocktail glass · Garnish.
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Hanky Panky
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His Lordship Cocktail

We make and sell excellent marmalade and it is an essential part of Lord Carnarvon’s life!



	50ml (2fl oz) Highclere Castle Gin

	25ml (1fl oz) elderflower cordial

	25ml (1fl oz) lemon juice

	1 bar spoon orange marmalade


To garnish


	Ice cube

	Strip of orange zest



In a cocktail shaker, stir all the ingredients (before adding ice) until the marmalade dissolves · Add ice to the shaker and shake until cold · Double strain into a cocktail glass, leaving the ice in the shaker · Add a single ice cube if it’s a hot day, and a strip of orange zest.

BUTLER’S NOTE

Double straining is when we use two strainers of different mesh size to ensure that no crushed ice passes into the glass.
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His Lordship Cocktail
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Azaleas coming into bloom in front of Jackdaw’s Castle
AZALEA ALTA-CLERA

BIKING UP THE HILL OF THE MAIN DRIVE TO THE CASTLE at the end of my morning circuit of the park with the dogs, I am always glad to see the banks of dark green rhododendrons. With more energy than I possess at this point, the dogs run off towards them and disappear into the tangle. They are quite deaf to my calls as I carry on through the black gates and then turn back to pedal through the longer grass towards the folly, Jackdaw’s Castle.

Highclere Castle sits on a chalk escarpment which therefore really only encourages lime-loving shrubs and trees but the mass of rhododendrons also shelters a collection of azaleas. Once, this whole green lawn was covered with herbaceous beds filled with plants brought back from travels abroad. They were first planted by the 2nd Earl (1772–1833), an enthusiastic horticulturist, ably abetted by his younger brother, William Herbert, who was a botanist. To provide a suitable environment in which his collection could flourish, Lord Carnarvon arranged to have huge pits dug out to an area between 1–2 acres in size which were then backfilled by cartloads of humus-rich acidic soil collected from down by a lake in the north part of the park. From these, an extensive mass of beds and formal walks were created, beginning near the Library windows of the Castle.

The 2nd Earl also collected seeds, notably from America, and raised the plants here in his nurseries with Mr Carton, his gardener, with further help from a Mr Gowan. The gardens gradually became noted for the many fine achievements of these gentlemen and the new hybrids they raised. To quote a Gardening Magazine article from the time: ‘the most striking crosses have been effected between R. arboreum and the hardy species … which are really splendid’. In 1813, he raised about 1,800 seedlings by crossing the flowers of R. ponticum and R. maximum, which he gave to many friends as well as desiring that they might be distributed among the wider community of nurserymen. Various notable azalea successes were also achieved, in particular, a cross of Azalea calendulacea and Azalea nudiflora var. rubescens. As a result of all these efforts, this part of the Castle garden became much admired in Victorian times and was known as the American Garden.

Our magazine information continues:


The history of the hybrid R. alta-clerense is curious in the way of floricultural anecdote. To obtain it had been a great desideratum; but the specimens of R. arboreum at Highclere had shown no disposition to flower. The only places in England where it then (1826) flowered were Hylands (Mr. Labouchere’s), and at The Grange. From the latter place an umbel was obtained and conveyed to Highclere in a tin case. By means of its pollen the flowers of R. ponticum and R. maximum were fecundated … Those which were retained at Highclere have now attained a flowering age, and form extensive shrubberies round the house.



During the two world wars most of the gardens were grassed over but some of the azalea beds at the very back remained, although increasingly overgrown. In November 2015 I decided to spend a few hours each weekend armed with really thick gloves, a fork and long shears pulling out brambles to see what lay underneath. All the dogs happily snuffled around digging as well, if for a different purpose. Sometimes it seemed overwhelming, sometimes really satisfying, but the project has continued, helped by the gardening team. We have progressed as far as digging out the bramble roots and it is a joy to be able to see again the shape of these aged azaleas and to think on when they were planted. I fuss around them, looking for other old beds full of the right soil which you can sometimes see as indentations in the grass.

In May the grass bursts into growth – it has all the rain it needs followed by sunshine, so the lawnmowers are in overdrive but so too are the ancient azaleas. They explode forth in colours, entirely forgetting their age. Blooms of yellow, red, peach and pink, orange, white and mauve shroud the shrubs, leaving only a few leaves to be seen. Gloriously clashing and scented, they are in fact rare Ghent azaleas introduced from North America in 1734. The Azalea ponticum or R. luteum (yellow and highly scented) dates to 1806, whilst other hybrids include ‘Ignea Nova’, ‘Coccinea Speciosa Narcissiflora’ and ‘Gloria Mundi’.
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One specific bed always excites interest as gloriously coloured and scented; a number have been identified, including ‘Pallas’, ‘Gloria Mundi’ and ‘Sang de Gentbrugge’. Their branches are covered in lichens, so I look carefully every April hoping they will return in splendour the following month.

THE DARLING BUDS OF MAY

‘BLOSSOM BY BLOSSOM THE SPRING BEGINS’ wrote Algernon Charles Swinburne, Victorian poet and novelist. Walk down to the south east of the Castle, past
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Cherry blossom (Prunus ‘Yoshino’) in a shady corner of the Monks’ Garden
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WOODS OF ENCHANTMENT
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TREES OF GOD
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THE ANCIENT ASH
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A HEALING HERB GARDEN
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Lavender and rosemary are important structural elements in the herb garden


    
    
    
    

Herb Broth



	2 onions, roughly chopped

	1 bulb of garlic, peeled and roughly chopped

	2 tsp apple cider vinegar

	1 tsp whole black peppercorns

	3 bay leaves

	Large handful each of rosemary, thyme, sage and oregano (and/or other herbs that smell good together)
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SPRING HARVEST



RHUBARB
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BEETROOT
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POTS OF FLOWERS




	Prepare the flower bed by removing weeds and debris and working the soil deeply. Remove the soil to a depth of 20–25cm (8-10 inches) and put it to one side.

	Mix some bulb food or bone meal into the base of the bed.

	Take the largest bulbs, such as daffodils, tulips and alliums, and place them on the base of the dug-out area. Cover with a layer of soil.

	Spread out the medium-sized bulbs such as the smaller tulip bulbs, grape hyacinths and Dutch iris. Again, cover with soil.

	Lastly, spread out the smallest bulbs, such as crocus and anemone, and finish with the remaining soil.
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The restored vineries now produce an abundance of fruit for us
SPECIALITIES













BRITISH WEATHER
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