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About the Book

    Parks are such a familiar part of everyday life. You might be forgiven for thinking they have always been there – and that they always will.
 
        
    In fact, the roots of even the most humble neighbourhood park lie in age-old battles over land and liberty. From their medieval life as private royal hunting grounds to their modern incarnation as public spaces teeming with activity, theirs is a story of land-grabbing monarchs and Restoration fops, great Victorian industrialist, punks and model-boaters – and somewhere among it all, the common man trying to enjoy his single day of rest.


    In the company of Travis Elborough, we meet this colourful cast, explore the archives, take the occasional hop across the Atlantic and the Channel, and learn the stories wthat will have your next trip to the park brimming with anecdote and new meaning. We learn, too, that in an era of cuts, Britain’s parks are under threat. As such, this vibrant, loving history is a timely celebration of a small wonder that we may on occasion take for granted.


About the Author

    Travis Elborough is the author of four acclaimed books, The Bus We Loved, a history of the Routemaster bus; The Long Player Goodbye, which lamented the passing of vinyl; Wish You Were Here, a history of the British beside the seaside; and London Bridge in America, which tells the transatlantic story of the sale of the world's largest antique. Travis regularly appears on Radio 4 and writes for the Guardian.


Also by Travis Elborough

The Bus We Loved: London’s Affair With the Routemaster

The Long Player Goodbye: The Album from Vinyl to iPod and Back Again

Wish You Were Here: England on Sea

London Bridge in America: The Tall Story of a Transatlantic Crossing
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Introduction

The Swiss author Robert Walser once argued that it always feels like a Sunday in a park. Like Sundays, parks certainly occupy a unique temporal zone. For their visitors at least, they seem at one remove from workaday life. Time within them can be wasted, parks supplying the ideal location when we’ve nothing else to do. Or desperately want to do nothing in particular, and as languorously as possible. And yet they are also hives of activity – albeit of a leisurely, if athletic, kind.

When Walser spoke of Sundays, though, it was because, for him, these public spaces were imbued with the same melancholy as the interminable Sundays you only ever experience as a small child. Perhaps Walser’s melancholy is unique, but the park, for many of us, is surely infused with childhood memories: of lazy sun-dappled afternoons, of swings and roundabouts, and mud-stained knees on the local playing fields, the aroma of freshly mown grass and the cloying scent of brightly coloured geraniums. Nearly all of us first encounter parks as small children. And, in due course, take our own children to parks. So maybe some of us do share Walser’s melancholy – perhaps these spaces remind us of lost innocence and the passing of the years.

When it comes to space rather than time, the limits of the majority of public parks remain clearly demarcated by fences and gates. Such barriers are seemingly there to protect the park from the noise and mess of the town or city. Or vice versa, with the metropolis quite possibly fearing contamination from too much exposure to plants and grass, much like a small child forever nudging uneaten vegetables to the edge of their dinner plate. But these barriers also create an aura of expectation, crowning the park as a precious destination in its own right, one that takes us out of the humdrum streets surrounding it, and out of ourselves. For grander public parks, there are postcards to send and collect, as if they were far-flung and exotic locations. To orientate ourselves in these places we consult their maps as eagerly as sailors, back in the day, staved off scurvy with sauerkraut and peered at the horizon with a sextant in hope of land. And like other newly discovered worlds, their founding principles were on occasion utopian, if, in retrospect, no less naive, misguided, presumptuous and plain wrong.

And this is a crucial point. Public parks were indeed ‘founded’, or – to escape the metaphor, and put it plainly – invented. General access to tended green spaces and the ability to enjoy them at relative leisure are comparatively modern and hard-fought developments, and the roots of even the humblest neighbourhood park or recreation ground lie in age-old battles over land and liberty. In Britain and much of the developed world, historically very little land was ever truly public. Under feudal systems, all land was essentially the property of the King, and access to it granted directly by the Crown or via feudal lords. ‘Common law’ in Britain meant that there were such things as commons, where the public might, for instance, graze cattle. But this space was not at all sacred, and was frequently enclosed by royalty and landlords for their private pleasure.

This trend continued right up until the opening decades of the nineteenth century, as British monarchs remained unstinting in snaffling previously accessible land and adding it to their store of greenery. Charles I, for instance, had blocked off several local footpaths and removed acres of parish grazing ground when he walled in Richmond Park in the 1630s. It was 1904 before the public got full access to the park again. And it was only the vigilance of Robert Walpole, Britain’s de facto first Prime Minister, that prevented Queen Caroline from seizing the whole of St James’s Park as her personal garden. While George IV’s Regent’s Park – which casually absorbed areas of smallholding farmland used to grow hay for London’s horses – was developed as a money-making scheme for the Crown, with exclusive residential properties incorporated into what was a gated private park.
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As we’ll see, the creation of public parks wasn’t a sudden thing. The first parks were private, and, more often than not, used as royal hunting grounds. But over time it became apparent to some enlightened souls that an unhappy, subjugated population would benefit from designated public green space. And so would their rulers. Indeed, many of the globe’s most famous public parks were created in part to quell political unrest and prevent revolutions. Parks are, of course, tamed wildernesses. And as the world became farmed and then industrialised and consequently less wild, ecologically speaking, parks were widely deployed as tools to tame supposed wildness among the population, ease alienation and see off social discord.

But cultivated wildness can unexpectedly cultivate wildness, and much as rebellious peasants had once conspired to steal game from royal preserves, so disaffected urbanites would consistently use the park as a place to gather to misbehave, often disgracefully, and forcefully challenge authority.

Parks are full of such fascinating contradictions: authoritarian yet liberating, public and communal yet private and solitary. This book aims to pick its way through them, exploring the park’s place in history and parks as places where history has so often happened. It explores both the lives of the people who created landscapes that really have changed lives and the ordinary people who have used them.

But our cosy familiarity with public parks should not blind us to their increasing vulnerability in many countries around the world, and here in the UK too, for that matter. In a period when global economic conditions mean local authority budgets are being cut by central government, the upkeep and management of public parks is becoming ever harder to accomplish. Relief and support is being offered through outsourcing and private partnership, which, when it comes to a truly public resource, can be dangerous territory. In a world where almost anything, seemingly, can be converted into luxury flats, it’s worth recalling that parks are a noticeable absence from the board game Monopoly.fn1 As a character in Don DeLillo’s 1973 novel Great Jones Street presciently observed, ‘the whole secret of corporate structures’ is to tell ‘the enemy you’ll plant some trees’. Protests such as those in 2013 in Istanbul against plans to redevelop Gezi Park in Taksim Square into a private shopping mall – protests which were violently suppressed by Turkish government forces – may become more familiar sights.
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So many snippets of our own histories are bound up in the hours we’ve whiled away in parks. Days, if not weeks, of my own life have been spent in them. As I’m a city dweller with no garden, they are where I normally go to escape the desk and work. For the past three years, that was impossible. The local park served as an office, laboratory, a rebuke to procrastination and a place to talk to people about parks, all rolled into one. The resulting book then is a user’s history of sorts, one informed by the odd field trip and underscored by my foibles and preoccupations.

Like a walk in any park, it probably strays off an already winding path on occasions. There are, no doubt, one or two intermittent, or unexpected, pauses to survey a scene or take in the flowers, or watch a football game along the way. But hopefully its overall passage is no less diverting for that. Most parks are, after all, largely peripatetic places, and part of their beauty is that we usually take them in at our own pace.


CHAPTER 1

Killing Fields and Common Lands

In the photograph posted online, the goatskin looked purple. And less like a goat skin than a dried-out jellyfish. Or a pair of diseased lungs, of the kind cigarette manufacturers appear obliged to put on packets to dissuade smokers. The purple ranged from light violet to a thoroughly poisonous deadly nightshade. It was mottled with patches of white, the sickliness of its pigmentation brought sharply into focus by the green of the long grass on which it lay. ‘This is not a goatskin rug’, the poster advised. ‘There is flesh still attached to it.’ This grisly specimen had been found in Clissold Park in Stoke Newington in May 2015. Its discovery caused consternation among the Park User Group’s Facebook page, and excitable column inches in the local and national press – ‘Black magic fears as whole animal skin is found in Clissold Park’ ran a not untypical headline. This is as appropriate a place as any to begin, as from the very outset parks have been concerned with slaughter.

The English word derives from the Old French parc, meaning ‘an enclosed preserve for beasts of the chase’, and the earliest known literary description of a park-type landscape appears in the ancient Sumerian tale The Epic of Gilgamesh. Believed to have been written around 2000 BC, it tells the story of two friends – Gilgamesh, ruler of Uruk, a third human and two-thirds deity; and Enkidu, a wild man of the woods previously given to consorting with animals – and their quest to discover the secret of immortality. The quest leads them to a sacred cedar forest, forbidden to mortals. Well-tended, with winding trails and beautiful flowers, tall trees, sweet-smelling plants and exotic beasts, it is a park, to all intents and purposes. It even has its own keeper, an ogre named Humbaba, whose ‘breath’ is said to be ‘like fire … and jaws like death’.

The poem was preserved on stone tablets from the Assyrian King Ashurbanipal’s palace at Nineveh (near today’s Mosul in Iraq). The Assyrian monarchy established garden hunting preserves across the Tigris–Euphrates Valley from around 1250 BC. Here native herbivores along with more colourful ostriches, lynx and lions roamed in sumptuous greenery, specially cultivated to enhance sporting pleasures. These were places to entertain as well as exterminate, with lodges for wining and dining honoured guests. Over time, other delights were added and horticultural diversions gradually grew in importance alongside the hunting. These early parks became a means, and sometimes on an epic scale, of expressing status and power. Such gardens were adopted, refined and further propagated by the Persians after they conquered Mesopotamia in 539 BC. Indeed, they were refined to such an extent that the parklands and walled gardens of ancient Iran, first encountered by the Israelites during their exile in Babylon between 597 BC and 538 BC, were known as pairidaeza – literally paradise. Such gardens are almost indisputably the source for the Judaeo-Christian concept of the Garden of Eden.

As for Britain, there is little in the way of evidence of parks before the Norman Conquest – though the Romans would certainly have had gardens and reserves for deer and other animals.

For a long time it was believed that once the Romans had left, the English landscape basically went to pot, rather as the home of an elderly widower whose wife had always done the cooking and cleaning might. And while the Saxons had a bit of a bash about, draining the odd marsh and clearing a forest or two and holding folkmoots to determine who got which parcel of land, ‘vast areas remained in their natural state, awaiting the sound of a human voice’, as W. G. Hoskins once put it. It was only with the arrival of the Normans that the real business of a medieval way of life got going with the strip fields, farmsteads, roads, villages and towns that persisted into Chaucer’s day. More recent archaeological findings, however, clearly show that the Normans only intensified a process of urbanisation that had been under way since about the seventh century. But in inserting a fresh layer of government, and an attendant army of clerks to help rule and administer this new kingdom, the conquerors would leave far more comprehensive records than their Saxon predecessors; for example, the very first reference to a British park appears in a Saxon document dated 1045, but this is a haphazard mention in a personal will, rather than any official census or registry. It almost seems too much of a tabloid cliché to note that the Normans hailed from the land that eventually gave the world the word ‘bureaucracy’.

Prior to the Norman Conquest, a manorial system had operated in Britain. The manor, essentially, was the most basic, and supposedly self-sufficient, collective agrarian unit – typified by a village settlement like that of Bruegel’s painting Summer, with a church, cottages, hovels, working fields and hay meadows, a pond for ducks (and for dunking witches), and a manor house. Following the Norman Conquest, this system was formalised. One of the first laws enacted by William in January 1067 was to declare that all land in England belonged to the Crown. Accordingly, all manors now came under the monarch’s gift, and more significant individuals from the state or Church might be granted the governance of more than one, their estate consisting of a variety of lands. The manor was then subdivided. One half was retained by the lord for ‘his own support’ and tended by bounded serfs, the other half ‘parcelled out’ in return for ‘services’. William himself magnanimously dished out property as a reward to those who’d rendered service in the invasion or at other points along the way.

There remained, nevertheless, certain civil rights under common law that were recognised and supported by the Anglo-Norman courts. Among the most confusing are the rights of the so-called ‘commons’.

Contrary to widely held opinion, ‘commons’ did not belong to ‘the people’. Technically, all land in Norman England was subject to some kingly edict and, under the manorial system, either owned, leased, lent or gifted for such time as was agreed. But often, in acknowledgement of long-standing traditions and arrangements under common law, local people had free access and use of fallow or perpetually ‘waste’ ground, for collecting firewood, grazing their animals, and for recreation. None of these were casual endeavours as such. Berries and plants foraged or animals reared and nurtured on the common might add to the wealth of the manor by providing subsistent serfs or tenant farmers with extra food or fuel, thus keeping them from freezing or starving to death, seeking charity or taking up poaching. Many of the sports undertaken on these ‘waste grounds’, archery particularly, were encouraged for their potential military benefits when the time came to raise an army. It was to that end that an Act of Parliament in Shakespeare’s day was to rule that it was not


lawful to any person or persons to inclose or take in any parte of the Commons or Waste Groundes scituate lienge or beinge within three Myles of any gates of the … Cittie of London … heretofore used for trayninge and musteringe of Souldiers … and for the use and exercise of Archerie …
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For now, though, commons could be used freely by the common people. Until, that is, their manorial lords sought to indulge in their favourite pastime, at which point commons and the people’s freedom to roam on previously open land would be radically reduced.

While they were certainly keen pen-pushers and expert bureaucrats, the Normans also prided themselves on being an elite warrior caste. These were, after all, the same ‘north men’ who only a couple of generations earlier had sailed south from Scandinavia with the flaming of villages on their minds. Hunting was the proving ground of such a caste, and they had a particular obsession with the sport. On horseback. With dogs. With hawks. With a bow and arrow. With a sword. You name it: beast, bird, fish or disobedient Saxon fellow – if it could be hunted, Normans needed only the flimsiest of pretexts to be after it with something sharp.

But it wasn’t just a question of satisfying a certain bloodlust. For teaching horsemanship, instilling discipline, courage and a reverence for the land, learning to hunt was considered an essential part of any nobleman’s education, and would remain so for centuries to come. In an anonymous letter of 1517, a friend of Richard Pace, Cardinal Wolsey’s secretary, wrote that: ‘It behoves the sons of gentlemen to blow horn calls correctly, to hunt skilfully, to train a hawk well and carry it elegantly.’ And as late as 1653, Izaak Walton similarly commended its pedagogical qualities for the upper crust, in his book The Compleat Angler, writing:


Hunting trains up the younger nobility to the use of manly exercise in their riper age. What more manly exercise than hunting the Wild Boar, the Stag, the Buck, the Fox or the Hare? How doth it preserve health, and increase strength and activity.



Walton’s stress on manliness rather ignores the fact that many aristocratic women – Queen Elizabeth I and her mother Anne Boleyn, to name but two – were no less avid hunters. Though Privy Purse accounts record that Boleyn only succeeded in bagging a cow on one deer hunt.

In order to satisfy this elite desire to hunt during the Middle Ages, a process of emparkment began, as more and more nobles and churchmen sought royal licences to set aside areas of their estates for game reserves, and even enclosed so-called commons for the purpose. With the passing of William the Conqueror’s 1079 Forest Law, which allowed the granting of these licences, the public lost any access they may have had to the land.

This stipulated that only the King and his court, and those granted the privilege to do so, were allowed to hunt deer and ‘other beasts of the chase’. The penalties for breaking the law were severe, with anyone caught slaying ‘a hart or hind’ blinded. The law also covered the trees and herbage that the deer fed on, hereby criminalising the gathering of timber or allowing your own pigs to stray into the woods to feast on scrub and acorns.fn1 An understandably unpopular law with the people, its abolition would be one of the conditions demanded by King John’s disgruntled barons in the Magna Carta. Perhaps there was some justice when the Conqueror’s son and England’s second Norman king, William Rufus, was felled by a stray arrow while out hunting in Hampshire’s New Forest – a forest that was ‘new’ precisely because his father had recently emparked it under the law.
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The new enclosures were far from simple ‘killingscapes’. Their creation made a pleasant change from fruitlessly wading after game through the country’s then endless woods and forests. But such predictability, that you could count on a kill – the whole point of all these parks, essentially – also allowed greater displays of pageantry and ritual to creep into hunts. Hunting, as it were, became more refined for the elite. The savagery of the slaughter of beasts, like men in battle for that matter, came to be ruled by a code of chivalry that by definition rendered it noble. If no one batted an eyelid at fox-tossing (the game of lobbing a live fox up and down, trampoline-style, on a sheet or blanket until it expired), killing a beast of the chase ‘falsely’ was a grave offence to the spirit of hunting.

But in time, treatises on its etiquette like William Twiti’s The Noble Art of Venery of 1314, and Gaston Phoebus’s Le Livre de chasse of 1387, would offer advice for novice sportsmen. Phoebus, whose book included tips on how to trap a wild boar (most likely already extinct in England by that time), added a spiritual dimension to the sport. Equating hunting with godliness, he wrote, ‘Good hunters live long and happily, when they die, they go to Paradise.’

On a practical level, the parks also served as meat counters for hungry manorial lords and their kith, kin and dependants. Monarchs too. Henry II’s park at Havering in Essex yielded over forty fallow deer a year for his banqueting tables. This royal menu of turf and more turf was regularly augmented by the monks who ran the Priory Park in Somerset (founded in 1090) with surf in the form of fish from their ponds and wine from their vineyards. The medieval deer parks seemed to function, as the landscape historian Susan Lasdun has written, ‘as a kind of auxiliary farm’. As the Middle Ages progressed, however, grazing animals such as sheep were fast becoming too profitable an addition for many park owners to ignore entirely in favour of deer.

In any event, the private parks boomed. Only thirty-one parks were recorded in the Domesday Book in 1087, but over 1,900 were counted a century and a half later and it is estimated that by 1300 there were already some 3,200 parks in Britain. Two centuries on from that Polydore Vergil, the Archdeacon of Wells, maintained that up to a third of the country was under parkland and stated that ‘almost everywhere a man may see clausures and parks paled and enclosed’. Like the sacred garden of Gilgamesh, this land remained forbidden to the mere mortal that was the common man.

For ease of enclosing and to save on the cost of fencing and paling, most parks were circular or oval in shape. Some were surrounded by a bank or deep ditch, sometimes filled with water not unlike a castle’s moat. In 1129, Henry I went as far as to have seven miles of stone wall erected around Woodstock, ‘favourite seat of his retirement and privacy’ in Oxfordshire. Here, aside from a hunting lodge and the usual park fare, he kept the first royal menagerie, with lions, leopards, lynxes, camels and England’s first porcupine, a gift from William of Montpellier, which was later removed to the Tower of London.

Another structure at Woodstock gave rise to the legend of ‘Fair Rosamond’, a mythic tale of regal adultery, queen-on-concubine murder, mazes and yarn. Henry II – the first of the Plantagenets, whose request to be rid of ‘this turbulent priest’ led to the martyrdom of Thomas Becket – had his mistress Rosamond Clifford installed in a cloistered garden apartment, a bower ‘of stone and timber strong’, in the recesses of the park. This love-nest-cum-hideaway, known as ‘Everswell’, was a complex of rooms, courtyards and ornamental pools centred around a spring. According to the story, for extra protection it was concealed deep within a labyrinth that only the King knew how to navigate. Unfortunately for Rosamond, the King’s wife was Eleanor of Aquitaine, a formidable adversary by any standards. And by following the trail of a silken thread allegedly snagged on one of Henry’s spurs Eleanor succeeded in gaining entry to the bower, where she forced her rival to drink a draught of poison. Immortalised in courtly romances and medieval ballads, it later proved a particular favourite with the Pre-Raphaelites, for whom the chance to paint what is effectively a maiden-on-maiden catfight with some embroidery thrown in proved peculiarly irresistible.

Rosamond ponds or pools, such as one in St James’s Park until the 1770s, dedicated to her memory, or the juiciness of her murder, became a popular addition to many parks. Sadly, though, there is nothing to support the poisoning rumour. Rosamond died peacefully in 1176 at a convent to which she’d voluntarily withdrawn. Everswell, though, did exist. Royal accounts from 1166 record a payment for the upkeep or installation of the spring or pool: ‘£26 9s. 4d in operatione fontis’. In 1239, Henry III had a herbarium put up around one of the pools and twenty-five years later ordered a hundred pear trees to be planted around the garden.

In the seventeenth century, by which point Everswell had fallen into ruins, the antiquarian John Aubrey, whose nurse sang him to sleep with verses about Rosamond as a child, visited Woodstock and sketched the remains of three pools. From his drawings, garden historians have surmised that Everswell was most probably modelled on the walled water gardens of Moorish Spain, reports of which would have reached England in the wake of the successive Crusades; or, more likely still, on similar Islamic gardens in Sicily, which the Norman king Roger I was busy conquering between 1070 and 1090.The presence of a garden such as Everswell within a larger hunting park indicates an attention to horticultural aesthetics that would start to take hold in the Middle Ages, and was to continue in country house estates and parks for centuries.

In the latter half of the Middle Ages, Europe was knocked sideways by the Black Death, which first appeared at Messina in Sicily in 1347. Counter-intuitively, perhaps, this would not be all bad for parks. As the population diminished, idle agricultural land was sometimes colonised for deer and other game. Indeed, as the historian Emma Griffin observes in her history of hunting, Blood Sport: ‘The century following the Black Death is widely regarded as something of a golden age in the history of hunting, the reduction in population creating a straightforward increase in hunting opportunities.’ In Shropshire, for example, eleven new parks were laid out between 1350 and 1370, and in Northamptonshire deserted villages were turned into private parks, though lack of labour meant the enclosures there were not fenced but banked. Traces of ridge and furrow beneath the surface were the only indication of the land’s earlier use.

But the Black Death also brought about a subtle recalibration of the park towards breeding and feeding a much wider range of animals than before, and some would even be turned over almost entirely to grazing. With pigeons a reliable source of all-year-round meat, dovecotes flourished in manorial parklands following the Black Death, as surplus grain previously devoted to humans could now feed birds. Rabbits also thrived. The Romans probably first brought the animal to these shores, but the Normans bred them more assiduously; Henry III was credited in 1241 with owning one of the earliest purpose-built warrens in Guildford, Surrey. Peter des Roches, Bishop of Winchester to Henry III and before that to King John, who had grown accustomed to eating rabbit in his native Poitou, was seemingly the major catalyst for the conspicuous consumption of this French delicacy among the high-born and the High Church in England in this period. After the Plague, warrens spread in the acres of land left spare or that were too difficult to farm for lack of hands. While the sheer numbers of rabbits soon meant their meat ceased to be an expensive luxury, their skins proved a viable commercial product. Cultivated on manorial estates and in parkland, they also made for easy sport, satisfying the basic need for a kill whenever deer or larger prey were proving more elusive. Elsewhere, hunting-ground fishponds were leased to peasants in search of food and livelihood, and at Pinner Park, under the Archbishop of Canterbury’s Manor of Harrow, the local peasants were given leave to feed their pigs in the deer park during these grim years.

This act of generosity, however, was not enough to stop peasants plundering the park and the manor in the revolt of 1381, an early example of a park – at this point the very emblem of authority – as the site of protest against social injustice and the powers that be. It was far from the first example, of course: royal parks and forests had been raided at the death of William the Conqueror back in 1087. Indeed, the road to parkdom was not always smooth for the landed gentry, and there had been some encouraging victories for the common(-ish) people over high-handed emparkment. In 1292, Edward I granted a licence to the Bishop of London, Richard de Gravesend, to enclose and fence part of his land at Bow and stock it with deer to use as a personal game park. But in an era not short of baronial rebellions, the licence was successfully revoked, after the Aldermen of the City protested that:


from time when no memory is extant, they, the citizens of London, had used to take and hunt in the said woods and without, hares, conies, foxes and other beasts. And they pray that this Bishop may hold his woods in the form and manner as his predecessors have held them. And they will not consent that he enclose them, nor will they grant him any warren.



But with the English Reformation and the dissolution of the monasteries, a select few laymen even found themselves in possession of their own parks. Henry VIII’s seizure of the Church’s substantial lands, which included plenty of deer parks, orchards and gardens, and the subsequent dispersal of two-thirds of them through grace-and-favour gifts and hard-cash sales, was to have wide-ranging consequences. Not least of which was an expanded and greatly enriched aristocracy, who in the long run would be far less dependent on either the Crown or the Church. Some of the aristocracy even found themselves with a surplus of land. The offloading of this surplus to richer merchants, or to those who’d risen to the gentry from yeomanry by industry, patronage or political intrigue (or all three), was to produce a new landed class.

For these nouveau riche, owning a country pile was a mark of having arrived – manors making the gentleman, as it were. They also knew that having a hunting park was essential to looking the part. In this, the lead had been taken by the monarch himself. A fanatical hunter, as a boy the young King Henry had lapped up The Mayster of Game, a primer by Edward, 2nd Duke of York. As king, he would enclose thousands of acres to indulge a love of blood sports and in his younger years he sometimes exhausted eight horses in a day at the saddle. One of his secretaries remarked that in respect of the animal Henry spared ‘no pain to convert the sport of hunting into martyrdom’. Even whole villages, like Cuddington in Surrey, sacrificed for the park at Nonsuch Palace, were razed to make room for formal gardens and rolling hills where chase might be given to red and fallow deer. In London his new hunting parks – at Whitehall in 1532 (remade as St James’s), Hyde in 1536, Richmond in 1637 and Marylebone in around 1640 (later subsumed into Regent’s Park) – would ring the city, like a tourniquet. The conditions of exclusion of the general public, were, unsurprisingly, absolutist. The Hyde Park Edict of 1536, for example, records that: ‘as the King’s most royal majesty is desirous to have the games of hare, partridge and heron preserved, in and about the honour of his palace of Westminster, for his own disport and pastime, no person on pain of imprisonment of their bodies … is to presume to hunt or hawk’ in the preserve.

Henry’s main London seat was Greenwich Palace, a site first emparked by Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester in 1433. Here he had a royal tiltyard, a ‘real tennis’ court and cockpit added to the grounds. It was at this tiltyard that a forty-four-year-old Henry would be crushed under his own armoured horse in a joust. The injuries the King received that day severely impaired his mobility and prevented him from ever competing in the sport again. They quite plausibly also contributed to a rapid decline in his physical and mental health, with the piling on of pounds and the turnover of wives stepping up in near unison from thereon in.

Despite, or perhaps because of, being maimed by his own horse, Henry was preoccupied with the quality of English mounts. On the Continent, the mounts of the British cavalry had cut a rather meagre picture against the steeds of the Dutch and as early as 1535, prior to his accident, the King had passed the Breed of Horses Act to improve what he judged to be the poor stature and shape of English nags. Another of his innovations was establishment of the Honourable Band of Gentlemen Pensioners, a corps of servants in the King’s Household who furnished riding horses on royal occasions, among other duties. After the Dissolution, the corps was provided with the grants of several former monasterial parks on the understanding that they would promote ‘the better breeding of horses’.

Henry is credited with being the first English king to race horses, having laid out a flat course at Cobham in Surrey. This future Sport of Kings, to a large part predicated on the idea of steeds chasing after, well, nothing really, was, in effect, hunting without a prey. Its development ran in parallel to the dwindling stocks of the most prized quarry: red deer. By 1539, their numbers in the Royal Game preserves of the north of England are calculated to have fallen to just 2,000. Emparked and purpose-bred fallow bucks were to make up the numbers, and coursing – running after hares with greyhounds – rose in popularity.

Along with breeding horses, Henry sponsored the cultivation of fresh strains of plants and fruits. At Richmond as early as 1501, his gardens were saluted for ‘having many vines, seeds and strange fruit, right goodly beset, kept nourished with much labour and dignity’. In 1542 his head gardener imported the first ‘apricock’ from Italy. Orange groves were to follow and, in their ornamentation and the rigour of their planting, these were to advance the notion of the pleasure garden as a feature of all noble parks. Indeed, soon the private park was emerging as a much broader aristocratic theatre of play, one where hunting in all its forms would slowly start to take a back seat to horticulture.

In this era, whole new horizons were being opened up by maritime exploration, as lands were found to plug the gaps on existing maps. At home, woods and forests were felled to provide the timber needed for naval and merchant vessels, and the local British countryside took a dent to its image: with the discoveries of distant new lands it seemed a little tamer, a little less strange. Meanwhile, exotic flora and fauna began arriving from far-off lands and populating noble parks and gardens.

Besides providing such exotic new attractions, exploration also affected the layout of noble parks. The need for more reliable charts and tables for navigation spurred developments in mathematics and astronomy, including the writings and theories of Copernicus and, later, Johannes Kepler, which were to spin the whole cosmology of the galaxy around, placing the sun rather than the earth at the centre of the known universe. This fascination with geometry seeped into all areas of late Tudor life. The upper classes wore it on their bodies. On the doublets and hoses, jerkins, padded-shouldered jackets and narrow-waisted outfits of the wealthiest were John Dee’s beloved Euclidean proofs in satin, velvet, fur and silk. And, perhaps most of all, it was written into the landscape of royal gardens, parks and country estates – gardens which were now framed by the window-pane glass of ever more stately homes, the same glass whose manufacture was simultaneously being refined to produce the lenses for spyglasses to observe the constellations of the heavens and the shorelines of foreign lands.

At Quarrendon in Buckinghamshire – the seat of Sir Henry Lee, who’d entered service at the court of Henry VIII at the age of fourteen and weathered the reigns of Edward and Mary to become ‘Champion’ to Elizabeth I – a noble house stood in grounds that were composed of a park, a rabbit warren and a quadrilateral water garden, with channels, terraced promenades and platforms, all neatly subdivided into geometric patterns. More orderly still was Sir Francis Willoughby’s estate at Wollaton in Nottinghamshire. Aside from accommodating early coal mines – the source of much of his wealth – and a deer park, it had eight square gardens. These were arranged around a new hall, designed and built by the architect Robert Smythson in the 1580s.

Each of these contained further smaller ‘knot’ gardens in an almost Matryoshka doll regress of algebraic greenery. In an era when few flowering plants outlasted the summer months, patterning or ‘knotting’ was used to create interest. Hedges of evergreens, trellises of flowers, dwarf shrubs and raised beds of herbs such as lavender, hyssop, marjoram and thyme were planted in geometrical maze-like arbours, around a central feature, such as a fountain or statue. The patterned knot garden was to become ubiquitous in the sixteenth and seventeenth century, with ‘the quartered garden’ of four knots among the most popular iteration of the form.fn2

Willoughby’s house and gardens had largely been remade to accommodate a visit by Queen Elizabeth and her court. Sir William Cecil – Lord Treasurer and Elizabethan spymaster extraordinaire, who ‘fetched his gentry from Oxford not from heraldry’ – added Cheshunt Park to his manor Theobalds in Hertfordshire in 1570, and embarked on a similarly extravagant redecorating programme there in preparation for the same royal visitor. He would spend nearly as much on the park and gardens as on his new mansion, completed in around 1585. There was an intimate walled privy garden, with fountains, gravel paths, shaped topiary and cherry trees, with borders of lilies, tulips and peonies giving off heady scents. Beyond that was a seven-acre grand garden, itself composed of nine individual square knot gardens – and all of it tended by John Gerard, author of The Herball, one of Elizabethan gardening’s most sacred texts.

Such tidiness, though, was to be criticised by Cecil’s own nephew, Francis Bacon, in Of Gardens, a celebrated essay from 1597. If accepting that gardens were ‘best to be square’, Bacon mocked ‘knot gardens’ as ‘but toys’ and called for a spot of ‘natural wildness’, advocating: ‘Thickets made only of sweet-briar and honeysuckle, and some wild vine amongst; and the ground set with violets, strawberries, and primroses. For these are sweet, and prosper in the shade. And these to be in the heath, here and there, not in any order … wild thyme; some with pinks; some with germander, that gives a good flower to the eye.’
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Among the more novel elements of Theobalds was a majestic avenue of trees that ran through the park and up to the main gate. An example of trigonometry in action, it evidently impressed the Queen herself, as it was appropriated for her own Hyde Park, where an avenue of walnut trees was planted not long afterwards. Such avenues were to become prevalent features of all parks in the coming century and a half. Their growth was both an acknowledgement in England of the arrival of the novus homo who transcended the old constraints of feudal society, but also – and vitally – a graphic assertion of the right of the privileged to bend nature, and therefore society, to their will.

It was for this very reason that parks would be deliberately targeted by Parliamentarian-types during the English Civil War. The petty blocking off of local footpaths and the removing of acres of parish grazing ground by Charles I when he walled up Richmond Park in the 1630s was a move which echoed the persistent enclosing carried out by all his royal predecessors. Still, it was reason enough for those of a Republican mindset to subsequently trash pales and kill deer at Royalist estates such as Fawley Court in Buckinghamshire. But the English monarchs’ authoritarianism was as nothing when compared to what several regal exiles were to encounter on the Continent.


CHAPTER 2

Playing in the Park

On a warm August day in 1901, two genteel English ladies on vacation in France paid a visit to the Palace of Versailles and its gardens. Charlotte Anne Moberly and Eleanor Jourdain were academic spinsters – or bluestockings, in the language of the day – who knew each other only slightly. Moberly was the principal of St Hugh’s, a women’s college at Oxford. Jourdain, an Oxford graduate and the headmistress of a girls’ school in Watford, was being considered for the post of vice-principal of St Hugh’s. The trip had been arranged as a chance for the two women, both daughters of clergymen, to get acquainted and see if they would be compatible as colleagues. Evidently it was a success, as they would live and work together for thirteen years, until Jourdain’s death in 1924. A far less predictable outcome to their French sojourn was an encounter with the ghosts of Marie Antoinette and her entourage.

The pair had begun their trip cautiously, circling each other with all the stilted delicacy of characters from a Henry James novel. Soon, though, the practical task of consulting Baedeker and accumulating sights, sounds, buildings, museums and galleries eased them into affable companionability. Neither of them had thought much of the Palace of Versailles itself, the grandiose centrepiece of Louis XIV’s court – their mutual dislike a pleasing confirmation of shared sensibilities and maybe a certain English prejudice against the baroque and rococo. With this item on their itinerary ticked off, actually and figuratively, they decided to venture out into the palace grounds and went in search of Le Petit Trianon, the garden chateau favoured as a residence by Marie Antoinette before the French Revolution. According to their map, it lay half a mile away to the north, but the weather was fine, the landscaped surroundings inviting, and the women were in the mood for a walk.
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As they strolled beyond the bottom of the Long Water and deeper into a park landscape of delicate mazy paths and meandering streams, dark glades and little knolls, they became disorientated and soon realised they were lost. Passing an empty farmhouse and an old wooden plough, they saw a peasant woman hanging sheets from an outhouse window. From here on in, the day went out of joint. Jourdain recalled being gripped by ‘a heavy dreaminess’ and walking as if asleep. Moberly noted that everything looked ‘unnatural … flat and lifeless … no life stirred in the trees’ and everything was ‘intensely still’. A succession of figures dressed in eighteenth-century costume now appeared at every path, lawn, bower and ornamental bridge, some proffering directions and others warnings. There were footmen in ‘long greyish-green coats with small three-cornered hats’; a woman and a child in white bodices; a sinister-looking man with a dark complexion and a smallpox-pitted face in a black cloak and slouch hat; and a solicitous fellow with curly hair, raffish in a large sombrero hat and silver-buckled shoes, who showed them the way to Le Petit Trianon. Finally there, Moberly alone spied a fair-haired noble-looking woman in a shady white hat, her shoulders covered by a pale green shawl, sitting on a stool sketching. At that instant, they were ushered inside the Trianon chateau, where – to their relief – a wedding party of a thoroughly contemporary kind was in full swing.

Neither woman, apparently, said anything about what they’d experienced until after their return to England. It was 1901. Queen Victoria had only just died. Electric trams were a new thing. Skirts continued to touch the floor. Any indelicate topic had to be broached privately, and then only nudged toward, once several willow-patterned china plates of cucumber sandwiches and cups of tea had been exhausted. Still, after finally comparing notes and undertaking lengthy investigations and further field studies at Versailles, the answer became completely and unquestionably obvious to them: they’d fallen through a time slip and telepathically ‘entered a daydream’ of Marie Antoinette. Le Petit Trianon, enjoyed so happily by that doomed queen, had manifested itself before them, replete with loyal servants and treacherous chateau conspirators. Nothing else could possibly explain what had happened.

Their earliest accounts of that afternoon’s events were rejected out of hand by the Society for Psychical Research – a body often forgiving enough of no less batty reports of visitations by royals and others who had met with a grisly end. But a decade later a book entitled An Adventure, embellished by further researches in France and published under pseudonyms to protect the authors’ university positions, became a sensational bestseller, and would go through some five reprints.

It, too, was denounced as preposterous. Critics pointed to gaping inconsistencies, the languor of its construction, the gender of its twin authors and their inability to read maps or negotiate the simplest of garden paths. Several theories were advanced to explain what they might or might not have seen. ‘Cinematograph’ shoots, fancy-dress parties, full-on theatrical re-enactments, or just a basic miscomprehension about what still passed for ‘ordinary’ uniforms for French grounds people, were mooted as alternative explanations of their spectral apparitions.

For the rest of their lives, the book’s authors clung to their story, supplementing new editions with responses to their detractors. But with the death of Moberly in 1937, their true identities as a couple of female Oxford dons became known. Far from ending interest, it excited it further. To those incredulous already, it seemed genuinely astonishing that these supposedly intelligent people had remained wedded to such palpable nonsense. Others wondered if there might not be some truth in it after all. Barely veiled accusations of lesbianism and, conversely, their own spinsterish disgust at stumbling upon a gay orgy were offered as possible solutions in the latter half of the twentieth century.

Their odd tale reaffirmed Versailles as a region of strange, often transcendent, spectacle. Parks, of course, had always been about performance – in British hunting parks, for instance, the number of kills and prowess in the field was coupled with pageantry – but Versailles raised this to stage-set proportions.

*  *  *

The palace started life as a relatively modest hunting lodge for King Louis XIII before being rebuilt along far grander lines by his son Louis XIV, the so-called Sun King. In 1661, having decided to shift his court and the seat of French government to Versailles from the Tuileries Palace in Paris, Louis XIV commissioned the gardener and architect André Le Nôtre to remodel the grounds into a lavish 117-acre park. The park took over twenty years to complete, with 36,000 workers toiling on it. An immense project, its construction involved transplanting hundreds of tons of earth and thousands of trees – full-grown oaks, beech, elm and limes – from across France in wheelbarrows and carts, and diverting the River Eure by some fifty miles to form its main water feature, a Grand Canal populated by Venetian-style gondoliers who serenaded visiting dignitaries.
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Such guests were at the mercy of byzantine rules of etiquette that pervaded all aspects of court life. A control freak in modern parlance, Louis succeeded in reducing most powerful nobles to gibbering sycophants by rigorously ordering their every action at Versailles from sunrise to sunrise. It was a testament to his superego’s grip on the psyche of his courtiers that even in his absence hats would be removed at royal dining tables. Portraits of the monarch were afforded almost as much respect as the ruler himself, with no one daring to turn their back on a picture of the King, and a good many choosing to reverse from state rooms, bowing to a likeness in oils, just to be on the safe side.

They were, however, unlikely to be surprised by Louis, whose daily life ran like clockwork. Louis de Rouvroy, duc de Saint-Simon, the great chronicler of life at Versailles in Louis’s time, once observed that ‘with a watch and an almanac, at three hundred leagues from court, one knows what the King is doing’.

Nothing at Versailles was spared this regimentation. The symmetry of the parterres, the level gardens likened to Turkish carpets with their neatly clipped box hedges and gravel paths, drummed that message home. And the gardens were arguably the greatest gesture of the Sun King’s love of order and mastery of all he surveyed: if even rivers could be forced to flow in any direction Louis chose, what hope had French peasants of ignoring his will?

In the remodelled gardens, acting the part never ended. Three times a week courtiers were ‘entertained’ at ‘appartements’, where the King and Queen and whole royal family descended ‘from their heights to play with members of the assembly’, as Mercure Galant, the official gazette, described their manoeuvres in 1682. Play here was cards, billiards and dancing, and also the exchange of witty repartee and gossip, everything in effect an elaborate display of courtly manners to equal the masquerades staged there. Huge painted canvases dotted about the grounds served as the scenery for outdoor musical and theatrical performances.

Even the gardens themselves – arranged around a central axis whose focal point was Louis’s bedroom, from which everything radiated in the sun symbolism adhered to throughout – had to perform on tap for the King. The fountains were magnificent features. But there was only enough water to keep the ones closest to the palace at a constant spurt. The others were switched off and on as the King approached and departed, his movements closely monitored and signalled to staff, with flags waved and whistles blown in a complex system of field telegraph.

Stagings of Louis’s military triumphs – his crossing of the Rhine in 1672 and the Peace of Nijmegen of 1678 – were rendered as permanent fixtures in the form of statues by Antoine Coysevox. The Grotto of Tethys – its theme the Sun God Apollo descending from the heavens – placed the monarch on par with the ancients of classical myth.

The King also penned a guidebook, The Way to Present the Gardens of Versailles, of which there were six versions, some handwritten. This offered his personally authorised tour of its groves and basins. ‘We’ll stop to see the Southern parterre, where from there, while moving towards the balustrade of the Orangerie, we can see the Orange Tree parterre, and the Latone of the Swiss’, runs a typical entry, though some dispute remains as to whether it was intended to be published or was merely drawn up for minions to use while leading the most esteemed visitors around. And esteemed visitors were always thick on the ground.

Indeed, every two-bit monarch, elector, prince or duke who clapped eyes on Versailles returned home fired with the idea of replicating its harmonious avenues, axes, parterres, beds, boxed hedges and tapis vert. Mini Versailles popped up in aristocratic country estates all over Europe. In 1688 the Holy Roman Emperor, Leopold I, commissioned his court architect, Johann Bernhard Fischer von Erlach, to build Schloss Schönbrunn in Vienna, a palace and garden ‘to outshine Versailles’. Here too a former student of Le Nôtre, Dominque Girard, created the Belvedere Palace and grounds for Prince Eugene of Savoy in around 1712. And in the 1720s, another pupil of Le Nôtre, Martin Charbonnier, was responsible for Duke Friedrich’s Herrenhausen Garden at Hanover.

Charles II of England, assuming the throne in 1660 after years of exile on the Continent, yearned for a Versailles of his own and set about recruiting French gardening experts to his court almost from the moment he landed back on English soil. First, he poached Robert Morison from Gaston d’Orléans’s botanic garden at Blois. Luring him to England with a professorship of botany at Oxford University and the appointment as both king’s botanist and physician, Charles also made Morison master of St James’s Park and Hampton Court in the first months of the Restoration. But Charles had his eye on a bigger fish, and wished for Le Nôtre himself to design a royal garden at Greenwich with the scale and formality of Versailles. He wanted him to take a crack at St James’s Park, too. Le Nôtre dutifully supplied plans for Greenwich in 1662, knocking out suitably grand proposals for basins, flower beds and fountains. But the English king either lacked the resources or could no longer be bothered to fork out for the whole scheme, so only the lower section of a Grand Axis and flanking avenues was ever realised – and this by the hands of lesser-known horticulturalists.

And while Le Nôtre was certainly consulted on St James’s Park, it is another Frenchman, André Mollet, who is credited with its revamp. Le Nôtre supposedly argued that the area’s ‘native beauty, Country Air … had something greater in them than anything he could contrive’.

The park, nevertheless, was to be the beneficiary of a new Versailles-style central canal and a lengthy avenue of trees. Another Gallic addition was a long fenced court for playing the mallet and hoop game Pelle Melle, which the King had gained a taste for during exile in France. The game lives on in the names of the area, The Mall and Pall Mall (as well as a brand of fags).

But Charles’s park was to have one fundamental difference from Louis’s, for the King chose to open the new St James’s to the public. That said, its hours, keepers, a perimeter wall and locked gates – with keys licensed only to courtiers, officials and the illustrious residents of the new town houses and mansions that
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FIG. 1a.—Ground plan (part of a 90-acre park) showing positions of games for
which charges are made. 1, Public shelters ; 2, Bowls and Tennis Pavilion ;
3, Beds of ornamental shrubs and herbaceous plants; 4, Shrubberies ;
5, Wide grass border ; 6, Public convenience; 7, A 15-ft. walk ; 8, 10-ft.
walks ; 9, Entrances from public highway ; 10, Tennis courts ; 11, Putting
greens ; 12, Bowling greens; 13, Croquet lawns; 14, Boat house; 15,
Boating stage ; 16, Babies’ lawns ; 17, Putting green ticket box ; 18, Grass
sward for use of picnickers
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