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Leonie Paterson is the Archivist at the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh (RBGE). She enjoys working with the 
varied collections in the RBGE Library, helping researchers with their enquiries and finding out about the people 
that formed the RBGE, from its foundation in 1670 to the present day. She has a particular interest in the life of 
the plant collector George Forrest. 
 
On retirement, Doreen Wilson completed a Diploma in Garden History at RBGE. Scottish gardens, especially 
walled gardens, became a special interest and were the subject of her dissertation when she went on to study 
for an MA in Garden and Landscape History in London. She is currently a PhD student researching the 
nineteenth-century gardens and landscapes of Ireland. 
 
Dr Deborah Reid is a garden historian with a particular interest in gender and gardening.   She is a visiting 
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articles relating to the role of Scottish gardening women in the nineteenth century. 
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amateur gardener and plans to undertake more research in garden history in the future. 
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George Forrest: The Adventures of a Plant Hunter 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
Forrest and his right-hand man, Zhao Chengzhang  
 
Gardens rank high among our interests. We love to visit them, plant them and watch programmes about them. 
But how many of us know what was involved in collecting the plants we grow in British gardens? What sort of 
person did it take to travel long distances and live far from home for years at a time?  
 
Explorers from the past can be thought of as the astronauts of their day, having to solve problems and handle 
life-threatening situations alone – there was usually nobody on hand to help. Happily, however, explorers seem 
to thrive on challenges!  
 
Plant collectors often need to be intrepid, and many fall into the ‘explorer’ category. The archives of the Royal 
Botanic Garden Edinburgh (RBGE) contain the collections of some of the best, including Reginald Farrer and 
Joseph Rock. But my own favourite is George Forrest (1873-1932). This is largely because I have so enjoyed 
reading his letters. I admire his wit, his sense of humour and his bravery; and by reading his actual words rather 
than an obituary or a biography, one can almost imagine him still alive today, sending emails home from his 
adventures abroad.  
 
George Forrest is one of the most prolific plant 
collectors there has ever been, undertaking seven 
expeditions to Yunnan in southwest China between 
1904 and 1932, each one usually lasting around two 
to three years. 
 
Forrest was born in Falkirk, Scotland, in March 1873, 
but completed much of his education in Kilmarnock 
after his family moved there in 1885. He remained at 

school until he was 18, as was normal at the time if a 
university beckoned. But that was not for Forrest, 
who took a job in a local pharmacy instead. Though 
it seems he may have enjoyed aspects of this job, 
which would have involved working with plants, it 
was not how he envisaged his future; and, when 
opportunity knocked in the form of a legacy from a 
deceased relative, he spent the money travelling. 
Indeed, he went as far as possible, to Australia, 
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where he worked on sheep farms and panned for 
gold. 
 
Forrest enters the history of the RBGE in 1903 when 
we find him returned from Australia and living in 
Loanhead to the south of Edinburgh. It was at this 
time that his love of fishing accidentally started a 
chain of events. Taking shelter from rain while 
fishing at Gladhouse Reservoir he spotted human 
bones protruding through the earth. He took the 
responsible action of seeking advice, which resulted 
in John Abercromby, Secretary of the Society of 
Antiquaries of Scotland, helping him to excavate the 
remains. What they discovered was a prehistoric 
burial cist. Subsequently, Abercromby wrote to 
Isaac Bayley Balfour, Regius Keeper (Director) at the 
RBGE to say that he had just met a young man who 
had expressed an interest in travelling abroad to 
collect plants, and asking whether there was an 
opening for him at the RBGE. 
 
Balfour would have been pleased to send someone 
abroad in search of plants new to science, and 
especially delighted to send a man to China where 
the interior had only opened up to the West in the 
1880s and was still being explored. From the plant 
samples being sent home by missionaries and 
diplomats, it was becoming obvious that China was 
home to some remarkable flora. Unfortunately, he 
was not in a position to spend money on an 
expedition which might or might not be successful, 
and instead made the very wise move of giving 
Forrest a basic position in the Garden’s herbarium, 
the building housing RBGE’s collection of dried 
plants. This gave Forrest the chance to learn both 
plant taxonomy and what makes a good pressed 
and dried herbarium specimen – skills that would 
stand him in good stead if an opportunity to collect 
abroad arose – as happened just a few months later. 
 
In April 1904 Arthur Kilpin Bulley wrote to Balfour. 
Bulley was a wealthy cotton broker, and founder of 
both the Ness Botanic Garden near Liverpool and 
the Bees Nursery (named after his initial). He had the 
funds to send a collector abroad to collect the seeds 
of plants that would thrive in Britain’s climate and he 
was sure these could be found in abundance in 
China. Bulley asked Balfour if he could recommend 
a suitable collector, Balfour suggested Forrest as he 
seemed to be possessed of the ‘right grit’, and 
within two weeks of Bulley’s letter arriving in 
Edinburgh, Forrest was aboard ship, his eventual 
destination being the province of Yunnan.   
 
Forrest arrived in Yunnan a bit too late in the season 
to start collecting in earnest, so instead he spent 
time touring the province with the British Consul, 
George Litton, scouting for promising areas in which 
to concentrate his efforts in 1905. He decided upon 
the French Catholic mission at Tsekou [Cigu], near 
the steep banks of the Mekong river, a destination 
that could only be reached by crossing the Mekong 

by rope bridge using ‘sliders’, ropes and gravity, as 
he described in a letter home to his family, probably 
written in around September 1904: 
 

“The passenger puts his or her hands on the top 
of the runner taking great care to keep the wrists 
and head clear of the rope as contact with it 
during the passage would mean everything 
cleaned to the bone, breathes a prayer to 
heaven, and off he or she goes. The speed at first 
is terrific, but slows down towards the landing 
stage.” 

 

Horse crossing the Mekong River at the Tsekou rope bridge: 
"They kick all the way across"  
 
Forrest’s first season started well despite poor 
weather. He employed a group of local converts 
from the mission to explore the hills and valleys 
around Tsekou, including the slopes of what Forrest 
referred to as the Mekong-Salween divide – a line of 
mountains separating two of the three large rivers 
that thundered down through this region (the 
Yangtze to the east being the third). His letters home 
to Edinburgh regularly described the riches he was 
finding and securing. In August 1905 a different 
letter arrived, a most unwelcome one, announcing 
the news that Forrest had been murdered. It was a 
dreadful time, and for a few days, Balfour, Bulley 
and Forrest’s family could only mourn and lament 
that the risks taken by plant collectors were surely 
too great.  
 
Then a telegram arrived declaring that Forrest was 
in fact ‘alive and safe’. Balfour looked forward to 
reading an account of what had happened as 
Forrest was already gaining a reputation as 
fascinating letter writer. Indeed, Forrest’s tale 
eventually earned him the reputation he enjoys 
today as the Indiana Jones of plant collectors. He 
had had a narrow escape! In the letter he wrote to 
Balfour in October 1905 he described the population 
around the Tsekou mission as divided into two 
types:  
 

“the lama faction, who would have cut our 
throats and burnt Tsekou with the greatest of 
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pleasure, and another, who, though favouring 
the mission, were too intimidated to assist us 
openly in any way.”   

 
Local hunters and farmers who, under the influence 
of the ‘lama faction’, opposed the unwanted 
influence on their religion and way of life, were 
besieging a mission to the north of Tsekou, finally 
capturing and destroying it. When this news 
reached Forrest and the two priests he was staying 
with, they knew their mission was next and were 
left with little choice but to flee. Forrest took a last 
look at his plant haul before setting off with the 
population of the mission, heading south down 
narrow tracks above the Mekong in pitch darkness.  
Before long, a “curious Tibetan cry” sounded across 
the river and Forrest knew that news of their escape 
was being broadcast. He realised that they would 
soon be caught between hunters crossing the river 
and heading north towards them and the men 
already chasing them from behind. He therefore led 
his group away from the river and towards the 
mountains. At this point, the group witnessed a 
column of smoke rising from the location of the 
mission, leaving Forrest distraught that his season’s 
work had been lost.  
 
But worse was to come. The group had not travelled 
far towards the mountains when their pursuers 
caught up with them. They had just reached a fast-
flowing stream when it happened and, as Forrest 
recorded in his letter, it was every man for himself 
with the party scattering in all directions: 
 

“I chose to go down stream towards the 
Mekong, which lay about 2 miles to the east.  
That frightful race I shall never forget, and how I 
escaped death I cannot say. The path was in 
most places formed of brackets in the faces of 
cliffs, scores of feet above the stream which 
thundered beneath. At those parts it consisted 
merely of eight inch logs, slippery and rotten 
from the continual moisture and spray. Yet over 
these I went racing as if I had been on an 
ordinary good road.” 

 
On reaching the Mekong, Forrest ran round a sharp 
bend, only to see the men whose job it was to cut 
the mission party off coming towards him. He had 
no choice but to turn, tear back round the corner 
and throw himself off the path, down the slope 
where he prepared to make a stand. But the hunters 
failed to spot what he had done and, figuring he 
would try to escape by heading up the slope, they 
headed that way. Forrest was safe for the time 
being. 
 
When night fell, Forrest attempted to leave the 
valley and make his escape south: 
 

“when the moon had risen, [I] gained the path 
again, and commenced the ascent of the ridge 

which formed the southern boundary of the 
gully. Here it was about 2000ft in height, and 
very steep, almost precipitous in parts. I had to 
go so warily and the footing was so precarious 
that it took me nearly five hours to gain the 
summit, and I reached it only to be doomed to 
disappointment, because I found the lamas had 
placed a line of sentries along the crest, and had 
thus blocked all attempts of the fugitives to go 
south. Their camp fires extended as far as I could 
see, therefore there was nothing to be done but 
retrace my footsteps. This I did, reaching the foot 
of the gully just as dawn was breaking.”   

 
The next day was spent in hiding behind a large 
rock, and the next night, when Forrest attempted to 
climb out of the valley again, the discovery that his 
pursuers had been trying to track him by his 
distinctive footprints meant that he spent that night 
wading upstream after he had removed and buried 
his boots. Forrest then resumed the pattern of hiding 
during the day and attempting to escape over the 
ridge at night, but without success. 
 
 
At the end of eight days, with only a few ears of 
wheat for food, Forrest had no choice but to look for 
help at a local village. According to those who knew 
him, he chose one towards which he thought he 
saw the figure of Dubernard, the senior Father of the 
mission, pointing. He discovered later that it could 
not have been Dubernard, who had been murdered 
during the early stages of the attack. Certainly, 
whatever it was that led Forrest to that group of 
huts, it was the right choice. The inhabitants took 
him in, clothed and fed him and, after a few days, 
led him to another village where they knew he 
could get further help. As they approached the 
village, however, they learned from the village elder 
that they: 
 

“would have to go into hiding for the remainder 
of the day, as thirty lamas had arrived at, and 
were camped in, his village. He promised to 
return after dark, to let us know if the road was 
clear. We ensconced ourselves in a pine wood, 
and there patiently awaited his arrival. He 
returned about 9pm and told us the lamas were 
still at his place, and that our best plan was to 
spend the night in a Lissoo farmer’s hut, which 
was about a mile distant, and then in the 
morning, strike right into the heart of the 
mountains, and thus make our way to Yeh Chih… 
It was so dark we had great difficulty in finding 
the hut, then next morning we left early, striking 
almost due west up one of the side ridges or 
spurs and thus made our way to the summit or 
back-bone of the Mekong-Salwen [sic] divide. 
Most of the time we had to cut our way through 
rhododendron and cane brake, and then, when 
we reached the summit of the range, had two 
days frightful travelling at an elevation of from 
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14,000 to 17,000ft over snow, ice, and wind-
swept tip-tilted strata, which literally cut my feet 
to pieces and shreds and even played havoc 
with the hardened hoofs of my guides. Bitterly 
cold it was, sleeping out at such an elevation 
without covering of any sort… How I scraped 
through all the hardships I cannot tell. Under 
more congenial circumstances I should have 
thoroughly enjoyed the journey. The flowers I 
saw were really magnificent, in fact, so fine were 
they, that I have decided to run the risk of going 
back next year if Mr Bulley gives his consent to 
the arrangement. There was [sic] several species 
of Meconopsis, all of them surpassingly lovely, 
acres of primulas, of which I noted nearly a 
dozen species in flower, ditto rhododendrons, 
many of which I had never seen before, and 
which may probably be new species, besides 
numberless other flowers. Those mountains 
have, rightly in my opinion, been termed the 
flower garden of the world.”   

 
Eventually, Forrest’s rescuers were able to get him 
to Yeh-Chih [Yezhi] where he learnt that very few of 
the party had survived. Certainly, the two priests, 
Dubernard and Bourdonnec had been murdered. 
Forrest was given fresh clothes and an armed guard 
and left the area for a time of recuperation. It was to 
be a very short time though as, after meeting Consul 
Litton again, the two men embarked on an 
exploratory trip up the Salween river from 
Tengyueh [Tengchong], another area dangerous to 
traverse because of the unpredictable nature of 
potentially hostile locals. However, Litton fell victim 
not to locals but to disease. After they had become 
the first two westerners to travel so far north up the 
Salween, Litton fell ill on their return and died in 
January 1906. Forrest was on his own once more. 
 

George Litton with armed tribesmen of the Salween valley 
  
‘On his own’ is very much how one thinks of Forrest. 
He is often seen pictured alone, and his expeditions 
bear only his name. However, he was about to 
make the most important connection of his career. 
Although, at by start of 1906 he had experienced a 
number of setbacks and had made no significant 

plant collections, he chose not to take the first 
steamer home, realising that his expedition would 
then be branded an expensive failure. He would 
stay on for one more season.   
 

Forrest in the moongate of the China Inland Mission in Dali 
wearing the new clothes he was given in Yeh-chi just after the 
attack, August 1905 
 
Despite what he said in his letter home after the 
attack, he did not return to the Mekong, but aimed 
instead for the Yulong Xue Shan, the Jade Dragon 
Snow Mountain, a spectacular range to the north of 
the city of Lijiang. In the Snow Mountain village, 
which he called U-lu-kay, at the foot of the 
mountains he employed a group of men led by 
Zhang Chengzhang, or ‘Lao Chao’ as Forrest called 
him, who became the key to Forrest’s success. 
Forrest began to train them, and quickly the group 
learned what Forrest was after. With their help he at 
last completed a successful season, discovering 
numerous new plants suitable for British gardens – 
exactly what Bulley was looking for.   
 
On finding a desirable plant, Forrest would number 
and describe it and make a herbarium specimen by 
pressing and drying a representative sample, 
preferably in flower. These specimens would be 
sent to Edinburgh to be studied and named by Isaac 
Bayley Balfour and the botanists there. This helped 
to provide an understanding of Chinese flora and 
the taxonomy of the plants he was finding. It was 
also vital information for Bulley who needed to 
know what the plants were and whether they were 
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new to horticulture. Such knowledge would enable 
him to grow and sell the plants from seed. To collect 
the seed, Forrest or his men had to return to each 
numbered plant after it had flowered and produced 
mature seed which could then be harvested and 
given the same number as the herbarium specimen. 
It was an administrative nightmare, and something 
Forrest got himself into quite a muddle over on his 
first trip. Indeed, he was employed by RBGE on his 
return to sort out his numbering errors! But, as 
Forrest became a more experienced collector, so 
his expeditions became more organised and slick. 
He knew where to go, where the best plants were, 
and the most efficient way of gathering them. He 
made good use of his local collectors and their 
knowledge, and in so doing was able to collect 
plants in places where westerners were less 
welcome. In effect, he was able to scan multiple 
hills and valleys at the same time – which was 
crucial when plants were flowering in different 
places simultaneously. 
 

Forrest's collectors, Zhao Chengzhang on left 
 
His operation eventually ran like a well-oiled plant-
collecting machine. He could not have done it 
without Zhao and his collectors, yet due to the 
convention of the expedition leader being the one 
named on the herbarium specimens it is Forrest 
who gets nearly all the credit. His workers got very 
little, and it is near impossible to redress that 
balance now. Certainly, Forrest did not sit idle and 
do nothing. He still scoured the countryside himself, 
and as the operation grew bigger so did the job of 
organising it – something that he did magnificently. 
On his third expedition he wrote to his new 
sponsor, J.C. Williams, on 9 November 1913 from U-
lu-kay:  
 

"I am quite all right again, as hard as whipcord, 
but a bit weary at times with all the hustle. I 
never seem to get a rest or even an hour to 
myself. Every minute is fully occupied. My day is 
from 6:30am till 11 or more pm with scratch half 
hours for meals.  However there's a good time 
coming and I keep looking ahead." 

 

After the first expedition was finally successful, it 
was not long before Forrest was re-employed by 
Bulley to return to Yunnan, this time in 1910. 
However, the relationship quickly soured when 
Bulley was repeatedly late in sending funds to 
Forrest and his family back in Edinburgh, resulting in 
Forrest returning home early after just a year. After 
this, J.C. Williams of Caerhays Castle in Cornwall 
stepped in, and became Forrest’s main sponsor for 
his next five expeditions. Sometimes he was the 
sole sponsor, but more usually was part of a 
syndicate which included men like Reginald Cory of 
Duffryn House, Colonel Stephenson Clarke of Borde 
Hill, Henry McLaren of Bodnant, Lionel de 
Rothschild of Exbury and Major Johnston of Hidcote 
Manor. Johnston, whose share in Forrest’s last 
expedition in 1930 was a large one, asked to 
accompany Forrest to China. Surprisingly, perhaps, 
Forrest agreed, though one would imagine him quite 
set in his ways and routines which would surely be 
disrupted. Which, of course, is exactly what 
happened, as he described in a letter sent from 
Tengyueh to William Wright Smith, Balfour’s 
successor at RBGE, on the 26 February 1931:  
 

"Had I raked GB with a small tooth comb I 
couldn't have found a worse companion than 
Johnston and I cannot say how often during the 
past three months I have cursed myself for being 
so foolish in consenting to him accompanying 
me! I have indeed paid for my folly! There was 
much he could have done to lighten my labours 
but he was too busy gadding around all and 
every day, riding in the morning, tea and tennis 
in the afternoon and bridge at the club in the 
evening. Knowing me as you do you may not 
believe it, but I was more than patient under all 
of it, but at last I did give way after I hadn't seen 
him for 3 days. I sent for him and asked him 
what he meant by all of it and if he thought I was 
a Cook's courier arranging a tour for him and if 
he thought I was paid to attend to him. However 
my effort was fruitless. I might as well have been 
silent as he never even apologised."  

 
Two days later Johnston fell seriously ill after 
exhausting himself and contracting a chill through 
playing tennis and then sitting cooling off instead of 
changing. This triggered an episode of nephritis 
(inflammation of the kidneys). Eventually, but not 
soon enough for Forrest's liking, Johnston safely 
returned home before the expedition had really 
begun.  
 
The way in which Forrest reacted to his fellow 
westerners in China may have earned him the 
reputation of being a little prickly. Yunnan was 
absolutely seen as his territory, with other plant 
collectors such as Reginald Farrer actually advised 
to avoid the area. This was partly to leave Forrest to 
his own devices, but also because there was more 
chance of discovering something new elsewhere, so



 

8 
 

Forrest's collectors and part of the season's haul, Snow Mountain village, 1913 
 
thorough were Forrest and his collectors. This was 
in 1919, the season Farrer and his co-collector Euan 
Cox ended up in neighbouring Burma (now 
Myanmar) instead of Yunnan. Farrer was 
understandably disgusted when one day he spotted 
plant collectors near his camp who turned out to be 
Forrest’s. Farrer demanded Forrest recall them. 
Forrest refused.   
 
Other collectors were happy to march straight into 
Forrest’s domain. Of these, Forrest reserved most of 
his vitriol for Frank Kingdon Ward who began 
collecting in Yunnan in 1913. When Forrest’s working 
relationship with Bulley broke down, Bulley 
appointed Ward as Forrest’s replacement. Ward 
was well connected and his father was a good 
friend of Isaac Bayley Balfour. It seems that Forrest 
feared that Balfour, too, might appoint Ward to take 
over from him – which, in Forrest’s eyes, made 
Ward a threat to his livelihood. Forrest need not 
have worried about this – he had already proved 
himself the superior collector in Balfour’s eyes. 
Understandably, however, he took every 
opportunity he could to let those back home know 
that they were getting their money’s worth from him 
and not from Ward. In October 1913 Forrest wrote 
to J.C. Williams from U-lu-kay declaring that Ward: 

“gets at least the same allowance as I did from 
Bees yet he plays around with a couple of men, 
when I kept 10-12 going here on the same".   

 
A few years later, in July 1921 Forrest wrote to 
Balfour from Shiemalatsa on the Upper Mekong 
(near the site of his escape from death at the 
beginning of his career) saying, perhaps surprisingly:  
 

"I promised Ward, when I saw him in Tali [Dali], 
to assist him with men, so from U-lu-kay I sent 
him 2 collectors and I hear since that he has 
secured others trained by me from the same 
place, so there is some hope now of something 
being secured from where he is for I guess my 
men will collect whether he superintends or 
not."   

 
Indeed, much was made of Forrest’s scathing wit 
concerning his rivals, but what was rarely 
mentioned was that, when in the same room 
together, Forrest mellowed, and was usually happy 
to be amiable. Eventually, after years of complaining 
about Ward, in February 1923 he wrote from on 
board the S.S. Martaban in the Gulf of Suez to 
William Wright Smith at RBGE: 
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 "as I told you, Ward is one of my fellow 
passengers.  We have had some long bucks and 
I must admit much of my prejudice regarding 
him has gone by the board. He is rather keen we 
should arrange an expedition together to the 
country Northeast of Putao!"   

 
It never happened, but it is fascinating to know the 
intention was there. Regardless, Forrest’s 1930-32 
expedition was his last, as it was always intended to 
be. Its aim was to tie up any loose ends left over 
from previous expeditions as well as to provide 
seed for its many subscribers. In one of the last 
letters Forrest sent home he described how 
successful it had been:  
 

“Of seed, such an abundance that I scarce know 
where to commence, nearly everything I wished 
for and that means a lot.  Primulas in profusion… 
same with Meconopsis, Nomocharis, Lilium, as 
well as bulbs of the latter. When all are dealt 
with and packed I expect to have nearly, if not 
more than two mule-loads of good clean seed, 
representing some 400-500 species… That is 
something like 300lb of seed. If all goes well I 
shall have made a rather glorious and 
satisfactory finish to all my past years of labour." 
(J.M.Cowan, The Journeys and Plant 
Introductions of George Forrest V.M.H,, 1952, 
p.35)  

 

 
Forrest with his black Labrador by the Yangtze, August 1914  

Alas, Forrest was not able to return home and 
celebrate his success. Just a few days before he was 
due to leave Yunnan for the last time, on 6 January 
1932, he took a break to go shooting in the hills that 
surround Tengyueh when he collapsed and died. 
 
Though that was the end of Forrest’s life, his story 
continues today through the plants he sent back. 
Due to its association with Forrest and the wide 
variety of plants he and his indigenous assistants 
collected, the RBGE expanded to establish the first 
of its outstations at Benmore in Argyll with its ideal 
climate for growing the rhododendrons he secured. 
The RBGE archives now house his letters and 
photographs which are still regularly consulted, 
while its laboratory facilities were improved by 
Balfour. This cemented RBGE’s position as one of the 
key players in the study of the Chinese flora which 
started with Forrest’s collection of over 31,000 
herbarium specimens which are still stored in the 
RBGE herbarium. 
 
It is hard to imagine that Forrest could ever have 
dreamed of such an outcome when he was a 
‘meagre’ herbarium clerk back in 1903. 
 
 

Leonie Paterson 
 
 
All images are courtesy of the Royal Botanic Garden 
Edinburgh  
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 John Hay 1758-1836  
“The most eminent horticultural architect Scotland has ever produced.” 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 
Plan of Balnagown walled garden. Photographed by author with kind permission of Daniel Crouch Rare Books, 4 Bury Street, St. James, 
London SW1Y 6AB. 

 
The subtitle to this article was the accolade given to John Hay by Dr Daniel Ellis, the Vice President of the 
Caledonian Horticultural Society at the Annual Election Meeting in December 1825.1 He was referring to the 
contribution made by John Hay to the heating of glasshouses, for which he was awarded the Society’s London 
medal in 1828. Although the innovative use of steam heating in glasshouses was a major part of Hay’s 
contribution to Scottish horticulture, there was considerably more to Hay’s horticultural career which this article 
will explore. 
 
John Hay was born in 1758 in East Lothian, the eldest 
of nine children of Alexander and Margaret Hay. His 
baptism is recorded in the parish of Prestonkirk 
where, in the adjoining churchyard, is an unusual 
cast iron memorial to his parents proclaiming that it 
was ‘Erected by their son, John, Planner and 
Seedsman, Edinburgh as a tribute of Affectionate 
remembrance 1813’. 
 
There is little known of Hay’s early life until his 
marriage in 1791 and the subsequent birth of his first 
two children are recorded at Haddington.2 The birth  
 
 

                                                
References 
 
1 J.C. Loudon, The Gardener’s Magazine, Vol. V, (London: Longman, Rees, Brown, Green, 1829) p.451 
2 www.scotlandspeople.gov.uk/Search (accessed June 2016) 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 

 
of the following four children (1794-1797) all state 
‘father, gardener at Prestonhall’ and subsequent 
children (1799-1804) are recorded at ‘Collegehead’, 
the name of the home farm at Archerfield, East 
Lothian.3  
 
There were a further two children born in Edinburgh 
(1810-1814) where the baptismal record states that 
Hay was ‘seedsman on Nicholson Street’.4 
Examining these genealogical records gives an 
indication of where Hay was living and working in 
Scotland from about 1790 when he would have 
been 32 years of age, although he may well have 
been working in Scotland before this time. It is still 

http://www.scotlandspeople.gov.uk/Search
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unknown where Hay commenced his career as an 
apprentice gardener, but there are some interesting 
pointers in a writing by the well-known Edinburgh 
botanist Patrick Neill (1776-1851). Neill had inherited 
the largest printing firm in Edinburgh and, by 
employing an extremely competent manager who 
took over the day-to-day running of the business, 
Neill was free to devote himself to his many other 
interests. And he had many. One of these was the 
newly-formed Caledonian Horticultural Society, of 
which both John Hay and Patrick Neill were founder 
members (Fig.1). 
 

 
Fig. 1. The founder members of the Caledonian Horticultural 
Society 1810. Scanned from the original Minutes Book by the 
author, courtesy of RBGE Library. 
 
An early ambition of the Society was the creation of 
an Experimental Garden, partly to give advice on the 
best horticultural practices and partly to test, under 
local growing conditions, the new plants that were 
coming into Britain. To this end, at the Annual 
General Meeting in 1815, it was decided that two 
representatives from the Society should undertake a 
visit to Europe to discover what advances had been 
made in agricultural practice.1 
 
The gentlemen commissioned to undertake the trip 
were Patrick Neill, John Hay and James McDonald, 
Head Gardener to the Duke of Buccleuch who was 
President of the Society. The three men sailed from 
Leith on the 1 August 1817 and spent three months 
travelling in Northern Europe. Neill published a full 
account of their trip on their return and, in an 

                                                
1 Memoirs of the Caledonian Horticultural Society. 
2 Patrick Neill, Journal of a Horticultural Tour through some parts 
of Flanders, Holland and the North of France in the Autumn of 
1817 by a deputation of the Caledonian Horticultural Society. 
Appendix No XI. (Edinburgh: Bell and Bradfoote, 1823) 

appendix, Hay records three days he spent visiting 
gardens in the south-east of England.  
 
Hay headed to Broadlands, Hampshire, the seat of 
Viscount Palmerston, where he refers to his 
acquaintance, head gardener Mr George Watson, 
and the lands laid out by ‘Brown’.2  He then moved 
onto Embley Park, the seat of Willian Heathcote MP, 
whose Scottish gardener was from Banffshire. His 
next call was to Paultons, the seat of Hans Sloane 
MP, great nephew of Sir Hans Sloane. He inherited 
the estate, designed by Capability Brown, in 1780, 
and his gardener, also Scottish, was from 
Aberdeenshire. Hay’s last visit was to Cuffnels, the 
seat of Rt. Hon George Rose, another Scotsman, 
originally from Brechin. 3 
 
There is no indication why Hay visited these 
particular gardens but one can assume he knew the 
gardeners, either as colleagues or relatives. One 
wonders whether Hay had worked at some of the 
gardens previously. But the visits do illustrate that 
Hay was aware of what was going on in the world 
of horticulture elsewhere and knew what new 
plants were coming into the country and how they 
were being grown. He also had an opportunity to 
see what new structures were being erected in 
gardens and the latest methods of heating.   
 
But it is the comments in the main account of the 
trip that raise some interesting pointers to Hay’s 
earlier career. Neil records that the men spent a few 
days in London before their onward journey to 
Europe and one of the places they visited was Mile 
End Nursery ‘where John Hay had spent some time 
35 years previously’.4 That would have been around 
1782 when Hay was about 24 years old - quite old 
for an apprentice gardener - so one can assume he 
had already gained experience elsewhere. The 
owner of Mile End Nursery was himself a Scotsman, 
James Gordon who, with a seed shop in Fenchurch 
Street in London, was well known to the owners of 
some of the most prestigious gardens in the south of 
England. According to Peter Collinson (1694-1768), 
the owner of Ridgeway Park, Mill Hill (then a famous  
garden), ‘I never knew or heard of any other man 
that could raise the dusty seeds of the kalmias, 
rhododendrons or azaleas’ and ‘….his sagacity in 
raising all sorts of plants from cuttings, roots and 
layers surpasses all others…’5 At the time, Collinson 
was the recipient of plants and seeds being sent to 
London by John Bartram (1699-1777), an avid plant 
collector living on the east coast of North America. 
As a highly respected horticulturalist James Gordon 
was the recipient of many of these new plants and 
seeds. 

3 Ibid. 
4 Robertson, Forbes, W., Patrick Neill, 1776-1851: Doyen of 
Scottish Horticulture, (Caithness: Whittles Publishing, 2011), p.83 
5 Toby Musgrave, The Head Gardeners, Forgotten Heroes of 
Horticulture, (London: Aurum Press Ltd. 2009) pp.45-6 
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Gordon introduced the Ginkgo bilboa into Britain 
around 1754 and the specimen he gave Kew is still 
growing there today. His son, another James, 
inherited the nursery on the death of his father and 
maintained its horticultural excellence. They had a 
wide range of clients including the Duchess of 
Portland, the Earl of Northumberland, David Garrick 
the actor and Horace Walpole, all vying to have the 
‘American exotics’ growing in their garden.1 
 
Working in such an environment Hay must have 
gained considerable knowledge of the new plants 
coming into Britain as well as practical experience of 
their horticultural requirements. 
 
Another comment occurs, almost as an aside, in the 
record of a meeting with Thomas Blaikie (1750-1811) 
at St Germain. Before leaving Scotland almost 50 
years previously, Blaikie had been employed by Dr 
Fothergill where ‘by coincidence Hay had spent a 
year in Fothergill’s garden’.2 Dr Fothergill, a Quaker, 
a doctor and an amateur botanist, had bought 
Upton House in 1762 and built up an extensive 
botanical garden of rare plants through his 
connection with the Quaker community in America, 
which included John Bartram.3 This was the same 
John Bartram who was sending boxes of seeds and 
plants to Peter Collinson. It would be satisfying to 
establish how long and where Hay worked in 
England, and his reason for returning to Scotland. 
 
Hay and his Walled Gardens at Prestonhall 
 
The earliest written record of Hay working in 
Scotland places him at the Prestonhall Estate in 
Midlothian around 1793. This would accord with the 
time the estate was first acquired by the Callander 
family and when alterations were taking place, 
including the building of the walled garden. The 
landscape is a combination of mixed woodland, 
parkland, and a series of ponds and attractive walks 
along the Tyne Water which separates Prestonhall 
from the neighbouring Oxenfoord Castle, where 
Hay later worked designing the glasshouses. 

 
The extant walled garden is recognisable from a 
plan found in Charles McIntosh’s The Book of the 
Garden Vol 1- Structural which he includes ‘as an 
example of Hay’s style of laying out kitchen 
gardens’.4 Presumably McIntosh is referring to the 
typical quadrangular layout and the run of 
glasshouses along the south-facing wall. Although 
this was written almost 50 years after the walled 
garden was created, it was well known as being a 
superb example of its kind. In 1900 Margaret 

                                                
1 Andrea Wulf, The Brother Gardeners, (London: Windmill Books, 
2009) p.135 
2 Robertson, Patrick Neill, p.96   
3 Penelope Hobhouse, The Story of Gardening, (London: Dorling 
Kindersley Ltd. 2004) p.193   
4 McIntosh, Charles, The Book of the Garden, (Edinburgh: 
Blackwood, MDCCCLIII), p.50 

Waterfield included two of her paintings of 
Prestonhall Gardens in her book of flower gardens.5 
 

 
Fig. 2.  Illustration in Charles McIntosh’s book in the section on 
‘Styles’. 
 
There is no suggestion that Hay designed the walls 
or outbuildings, which include two unusual and 
attractive hexagonal gazebos built on top of the 
north wall overlooking the four-acre walled garden. 
Even McIntosh was impressed by these gazebos, 
remarking that they were ‘a feature which differs 
from any one we have seen’.6 Contemporary writers 
are still intrigued by these features, Tim Buxbaum 
describing them as ‘among the most pleasant 
garden gazebos in Scotland’.7 
 

 
Fig. 3. The view from one of the gazebos. Photograph by the 
author 2016. 
  
 

5 Margaret Waterfield, ed, Flower Grouping in English, Scottish 
and Irish Gardens; Notes and 56 Sketches in Colour, (London: 
J.M. Dent & Co, 1907) p.55 
6 McIntosh, The Book of the Garden 
7 Tim Buxbaum, Scottish Garden Buildings: from Food to Folly, 
(Edinburgh: Mainstream Publishing, 1989)       p.49 
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Fig 4. Prestonhall. a postcard c1920 showing the two gazebos, a 
range of glasshouses, and the sundial.1 
 

 
Fig 5. The immense height of the south-facing wall surmounted 
by stone eagles, possibly disguising the chimney flues. 
Photograph by the author 2016. 
 
Dalhousie 
 
However, Hay must have been influenced by the 
architectural features he saw in those early gardens: 
he incorporated many of them when he was 
commissioned to design other walled gardens. One 
of the most unusually-shaped walled gardens must 
be that at the nearby Dalhousie Castle. The garden 
design is credited to Walter Nicol about 1807, but it 
appears to have been Hay’s design and is well 
described by Mr Joseph Archibald, the gardener in 
The Gardener’s Magazine in 1826:2 
 

“The plan is very different and in fact surpasses 
the ordinary mode of enclosing   gardens by 
straight walls in the form of squares or 
parallelograms. The wall here is fifteen feet high 
having been built in a curved and winding 
fashion to suit the adjacent ground. ….one 
particular beauty consists in the natural fence on 
the south side, being perpendicular, rugged 

                                                
1 From the author’s private collection. 

rocks, to the depth of thirty to forty feet to the 
bed of the river.” 

 
He continues with a description of the hothouses, 
and the garden room: 
 

“which were designed by Mr. John Hay, the 
garden architect of Edinburgh in 1806. The range 
of glasshouses is 205 feet long consisting of a 
greenhouse in the centre 56 feet, two vineries 77 
feet and two peach houses 45 feet each. Above 
one of the glasshouses is an excellent room 
where are deposited some beautiful specimens 
of natural history and a few useful books on 
botany, agriculture, gardening etc.”  

 

 
Fig 6. Plan of Dalhousie walled garden. Scanned by the author 
from Loudon’s The Gardener’s Magazine. 
 
All of Hay’s walled gardens still extant display an 
elegance and appreciation of the site for which they 
were designed. They are rarely a simple four-sided 
rectangle; sometimes many-sided and many 
incorporating a curved wall for fruit growing, a bell 
tower or impressive entrance gates. For example, at 
Lochnaw, Wigtownshire, there is a gazebo in one of 
the corners of the walled garden, not as 
architecturally spectacular as the one at Prestonhall 
- but from its roof terrace visitors can look over 
both the walled garden and dramatic loch scenery.  
There are similar buildings in two of the corners of 
the walled garden at Cunnoquhie, Fife, where one of 
terraces overlooks the Wilderness. 
 

2 J.C Loudon, The Gardener’s Magazine, Vol 1 (London: Longman, 
Rees, Brown, Green,1826) p.251. 
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Fig 7. View through one of the gates at Lochnaw looking towards 
the gazebo. Photograph by the author, 2016. 
 

 
Fig 8. One of the derelict garden buildings at Cunnoquhie walled 
garden. Photograph by the author 2017. 
 
Alnwick Castle 
 
One of Hay’s few references to his own works 
confirms his involvement at Alnwick Castle, 
Northumberland: 

 
“In the year 1807 I had the honour to be 
consulted by his grace the late Duke of 
Northumberland with  a view to rebuilding the 
hothouses at Alnwick Castle, which chiefly 
consisted of grape and pine houses, and was 
desired by his Grace to furnish him with plans for 
executing the work on the most approved 
principles. His Grace directed me to provide for 
the heating of the pine pits by steam, as he had 

                                                
1 Memoirs, Vol IV, p.582 
2 Colin Shrimpton, A History of Alnwick Parks and Pleasure 
Grounds, (Derby: Northumberland Estates, 2006), p.58 
3 Loudon, Encyclopaedia of Gardening 1825, p.1080 
4 Communications with Pre-Construct Archaeology Ltd, Durham 
DH6 5PD 
5 Memoirs of the Caledonian Horticultural Society, Vol IV, p. 582. 
6 J.C. Loudon, The different methods of cultivating the pine-
apple, from its first introduction into Europe to the late 

seen an attempt of this kind in Scotland a 
number of years before.”1 

 
In his history of Alnwick Castle the former archivist 
states that ‘the second Duke invested in new 
hothouses designed by John Hay of Edinburgh, 
including a fruiting pine stove for pineapples, a 
mushroom house and two vineries’.2  And, in 1825, 
Loudon also refers to the work at Alnwick, 
commenting that the kitchen garden was ‘lately 
much improved by a range of hot houses erected 
from the designs of J.Hay Edinburgh’.3 
 
Recent archaeological work at Alnwick garden 
reveals stone and brickwork consistent with early 
nineteenth century glasshouses, but the site has 
been reworked and built over so many times that it 
is difficult for the researchers to be specific about 
the building’s origins.4 
 
Hay’s Design for Steam Heating 
 
It was at Prestonhall that Hay started to experiment 
with his steam heating system. He himself stated 
that ‘steam heating first occurred to me about the 
year 1794 when employed in erecting the hothouses 
at Prestonhall’.5 It was the arrival of the pineapple 
from the Caribbean in the eighteenth century which 
spurred the quest for a satisfactory heating system 
in glasshouses and fruit pits. Pineapples and other 
exotic fruits did not like the dry heat, fluctuation in 
temperature and toxic fumes produced by the 
stove, and every gardener had his own method for 
overcoming these problems. Hay records his 
method for producing a moist environment before 
he developed his steam heating: ‘I always steamed 
the peach house with a large piece of cast iron, 
made red hot in one of the furnaces and put into a 
white iron pail full of water, the whole water thus 
evaporating into steam. I was always successful, 
while in practice as a gardener, in raising a full crop 
of peaches’.6 
 
Hay was seeking a way to produce an even moist 
environment around the plants throughout their 
growing period and this led him to design 
experimental steam pits, one filled with soil alone 
and another with a graduated layer of stones: 
 

“the first three layers are 4 inches in diameter, 
the layers near the top are about the size of a 
hen’s egg, those above a pigeon’s egg, at the top 
that of large marbles”7 

improvements of T.A. Knight, Esq. By a member of the 
Horticultural Society. (London: Longman, Rees, Orme, Brown, 
Green and Longman, 1822.) p. 175. 
7 John Hay, Memoirs of the Caledonian Horticultural Society, 
Article 72, Account of a Mode of producing a steady and uniform 
Bottom Heat in Pineapple or Melon Pits, or in Stoves for Exotic 
Plants, by means of Steam introduced into a close Chamber filled 
with Water-worn Stones. (05 March 1829) 
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Such a description of the dimensions would be 
readily understood by the less literate gardener. The 
‘sandwich’ was finished with a layer of soil into 
which the plants were placed directly as opposed to 
being in pots. Steam was admitted through 
perforated pipes running along the bottom of the 
pits. Hay found that the steam only needed to be 
admitted to the stone-based pits for an hour and a 
half every 48 hours to maintain a temperature 
between 23-26C (75-84F) which is sufficient for 
pineapple plants in winter. To start the plants into 
fruit he was able to introduce steam more 
frequently and raise the temperature to 32C (90F). 
The article includes detailed architectural drawings 
for the houses and pits, followed by detailed 
technological and engineering plans for assembling 
the steam apparatus. The instructions illustrate 
Hay’s extensive knowledge of materials and 
plumbing and no part of the design is left to chance. 
Even a safety mechanism is included in case the 
steam pipe is occluded:  
 

“the steam rushes up the pipe producing a loud 
whistling noise and giving notice to the gardener 
that his attendance is required to the boiler.”1 

 
He gives instructions for the supply of a water 
cistern and even the construction of a thermometer 
to measure the temperature at the bottom of the 
soil layer. 
 
Around the time he was working at Alnwick Hay 
was also involved in the new walled garden at 
Camperdown, Dundee.2  Here Hay had 
incorporated a watering system by cutting a groove 
into the exterior walls at ground level, and inserting 
a three-quarter inch metal pipe. 
 
A stopcock was fitted every 50 feet which allowed 
a leather hose to be attached and, with a head of 
pressure from a cistern outside the garden, a 
considerable area of the garden could be watered. It 
must have been welcomed by the young gardeners 
who previously had to fill up a water tank and 
trundle it around the garden. Evidently a similar 
system was employed at Dalmeny, the mansion 
house of Lord Roseberry, Edinburgh, where Hay 
was commissioned to design the walled kitchen 
garden and erect new glasshouses. 
 
Hay and his move into Edinburgh 
 
Sometime between 1804 and 1810 the Hay family 
moved to Edinburgh.3 This would appear to mark a 
change in the work undertaken by Hay: his range of 
projects expanded as his skills became more widely 

                                                
1 Ibid. 
2 Known as Lundie House before its demolition. The new 
mansion was renamed in honour of Admiral Duncan who 
defeated the Dutch at the Battle of Camperdown, 1797. 
3 Based on the birth records of the children. 

recognised. One of the catalysts for this was 
undoubtedly his involvement with the newly 
formed Caledonian Horticultural Society. He was a 
founder member and served on the Professional 
Council. Within a couple of years of its founding the 
Society had over a thousand members, including 
well-known society figures such as the artist Henry 
Raeburn (1756-1823), the architect William Playfair 
(1790-1857) and the writer Walter Scott (1771-1832). 
It widened Hays circle of influence and recognition 
further afield. 
 
His notice in the Edinburgh Evening Courant in 1812 
lists the many tasks he was prepared to undertake, 
not just as a horticultural designer but as a retailer 
and an employment consultant! 
 
Recently a reference to Hay was identified in the 
archives of Dollar Academy, the well-known 
educational establishment in Clackmannanshire. In 
1818 the architect William Playfair was 
commissioned to design the new school. He, in turn, 
consulted Hay on the proposed site. Hay did not 
approve of the site and suggested moving it to 
where it is now built, beautifully sited with a long 
vista along the avenue to the distant hills. Clearly, 
Hay was regarded as a knowledgeable and 
experienced professional. 
 
The decade after moving into the city appears to 
have been the busiest and most productive for Hay. 
Following his involvement at the walled garden at 
Camperdown he was engaged by the daughters of 
the Earl of Camperdown to design flower gardens 
and walled gardens at their new homes in Ayrshire. 
The two sisters had married the owners of adjoining 
estates: Jane married Sir Hew Dalrymple-Hamilton 
of Bargany in 1800 and in 1804 her sister married Sir 
James Fergusson of Kilkerran.4 When Loudon made 
a tour of south-west Scotland in 1832 he noted that 
the kitchen garden at Bargany as ‘laid out by Mr Hay 
has flued walls and hot houses’.5 
 
At Kilkerran Hay designed the five-acre walled 
garden. In the explanatory key to the plan he notes 
‘a small orangery with an alcove seat which will 
serve as a Retreat in walking from the house to the 
top of the Lady Glen’.6 In the extant garden this 
pleasant feature has been demolished and the 
entrance bricked up. 
 
Hay’s work took him throughout Scotland. His most 
northern walled garden project identified to date 
was at Balnagown Castle, a few miles north of 
Inverness.7 This previously unknown plan (see the 
illustration at the start of this article) was found in an 

4 James Fergusson, Lowland Lairds, (London: Faber and Faber, 
1949),p105. 
5 Loudon, The Gardener’s Magazine Vol VIII, 1832, p.330 
6 A,A, Tait, The Landscape Garden in Scotland, 1735-1835, 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1980)  p.146 
7 Noted by Christopher Dingwall on the Internet. 
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Edinburgh auction house in 2015. It is labelled as 
‘Plan of Improvements on the New Garden at 
Balnagown Castle, drawn from Ideas suggested by 
General Wemyss – John Hay, 1814’. The proposed 
layout of the semi-circular walled garden includes 
the different houses for exotic fruits, a mushroom 
house and a gardener’s lodge. It is debatable 
whether the work was fully carried out as the 
untimely death of the owner, Sir Charles Ross, in 
1814 left a widow with two young children and 
inheritance issues. 
 
Hay’s work extended into surveys and designing the 
wider garden. His design for the Saltoun estate in 
East Lothian for the wealthy Fletcher family included 
not only a walled garden with peach and apricot 
houses, but decorative wooden bridges and a moss 
house.1 
 
In 1818 Hay was commissioned to design a flower 
garden at Newhailes on the outskirts of Edinburgh. 
Once owned by the important and influential family 
of Dalrymples, it was inherited by Christina 
Dalrymple (1765-1838), daughter of Lord Hailes, 
Lord of the Judiciary, in 1792.2 It was unusual for a 
daughter to inherit property but she devoted her life 
to Newhailes, improving both the large mansion and 
the pleasure grounds. Christina never married and 
Newhailes was inherited by her nephew, Sir Charles 
Dalrymple-Fergusson of Kilkerran. It will be noted 
that Hay had already worked at Kilkerran; good 
designers were passed around the family and had 
no need to advertise!  
 
The Edinburgh Experimental Garden 
 
As recorded earlier, one of the aims of the 
Caledonian Horticultural Society, and the reason for 
the trip to Northern Europe, was to gauge the value 
of new varieties of fruit and vegetable coming into 
Britain. In 1823 a portion of land had been bought by 
the Crown and leased to the Society. Hay appears 
to have been involved in the design of this garden as 
noted in the speech by Dr Andrew Duncan at the 
Annual Election Meeting in December 1825 at which 
Hay was awarded the annual medal: 
 

It gives me peculiar satisfaction to be able to 
announce to you, in my official capacity, that 
your Council have, for the present year, awarded 
this annual testimony of esteem, on our Fellow 
Member, Mr. John Hay, Garden-Architect, on 
account of the admirable Plans which he has 
presented to us, for the construction of 
Conservatories, Vineries, Pineries, and other 

buildings, by means of which, aided by our coal 
giving heat, and our glass giving protection, we 
may enjoy the most delicate fruits which any 
portion of the earth can afford, at any season of 
the year3 

 

 
Fig 10. Plan of the Experimental Garden. Scanned by the author 
with kind permission of Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh Library. 

 
A list of shareholders was opened and money came 
from as far away as India. A further call for £2,000 
came in 1824 ‘to fulfil Mr. Hay’s garden plan’ but 
eventually the final sum was raised and construction 
began.4 The first show was held in 1828. The garden 
was not without its problems, both financially and 
with its personnel, but it continues today, albeit 
much altered from the original plans, having been 
absorbed into the Edinburgh Botanic Garden. 
 
In 1829 Hay was awarded the London Medal by the 
Caledonian Horticultural Society. Probably this was 
the pinnacle of his career. By now Hay was in his 
mid-sixties. His name does not appear in the list of 
members after 1829 and one can only surmise that 
he retired from horticultural activities. He died on 17 
December 1836 at his own home at 10 Catherine 
Street. His burial certificate records him as a ‘ground 
planner’ and that he died of the ‘decay of nature’ 
and ‘is buried in his own tomb’ in New Calton 
Burying Ground, Edinburgh. His obituary was 
concisely noted in the Gardener’s Magazine the 
following month: 
 

“Mr Hay, an eminent garden architect, who has 
contributed much to the improvement of walled 
gardens and hothouses in Scotland.”5 
 

Doreen Wilson 
 

                                                
1 Tait, The Landscape Garden  
2 National Trust for Scotland, Newhailes, (Edinburgh: Stewarts, 
reprint 2010) p.12 
3 Patrick Neill, ed, Transactions of the Caledonian Horticultural 
Society, (Edinburgh: 1826) p.4.  
4 Neill, Transactions, Annexe of Shareholders, (Edinburgh: 1826)  

5 J.C Loudon, The Gardener’s Magazine, Vol. VIII, Memoirs of the 
Caledonian Horticultural Society (London: Longman, Rees, Orme, 
Brown, Green and Longman, 1832) p.337 
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Mary Elizabeth Burton: A Horticultural Pioneer 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
Mary E. Burton, seated centre, with her gardeners at New Saughton Hall c.1914. 

 
Mary Elizabeth Burton (1865-1944) can lay claim to being the first woman in Scotland to obtain a post as head 
gardener and, in a career that spanned over four decades, her professionalism and horticultural expertise 
encouraged a growing acceptance of women gardeners in the first half of the twentieth century.   
 
An authority on the cultivation of flowers, fruit and vegetables, particularly tomatoes and potatoes, she was a 
prominent figure within the Scottish Horticultural Association before its amalgamation with the Royal 
Caledonian Horticultural Society, and subsequently became a valued member of the society. In 1934, Burton was 
the first woman in Britain to be awarded the Royal Horticultural Society’s Associate of Honour Medal, and she 
went on to become the first female recipient of the Patrick Neill Medal for her outstanding contribution to 
horticulture in Scotland.   
 
Burton’s achievements are all the more significant 
when you consider that she succeeded within an 
environment dominated by men. In the nineteenth 
century, gardening underwent a process of 
professionalisation as gardening men sought to 
increase the status and value of their work through 
the introduction of more formalised apprenticeships 
and a theoretical education. This professionalising 
process was tantamount to the occupational closure 
of gardening to women, who were prevented from 
acquiring the education, training and practical 
experience necessary for them to enter gardening 
as a profession.   
 

This paper explores Burton’s life and work and the 
ways in which she successfully challenged male 
exclusivity within gardening in Scotland. 
 
Early Years 
 
Mary Elizabeth Burton was born on 8 June 1865 and 
though she spent the first seven years of her life 
living in Witley, a small village in Surrey, she was of 
Scottish descent. Her father, William Paton Burton, a 
watercolour artist, came from an Aberdeenshire 
family and her mother, Eliza Shiells, was originally 
from Edinburgh. On her mother’s death in 1872, 
Mary was sent with her two brothers to Edinburgh 
to be cared for by her great aunt, the redoubtable 
Miss Mary Burton (c.1819-1909), sister to John Hill 
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Burton, the Historiographer Royal in Scotland. An 
educational and social reformer, Miss Burton had in 
1869 persuaded the directors of the Watt Institution 
& School of Arts of Edinburgh to open its classes to 
female students, and when the Watt Institution 
merged with George Heriot’s trust to become 
Heriot-Watt College in 1885, she was made a life 
governor. When Mary came to live with Miss Burton 
at Liberton Bank in Newington, Edinburgh, it was in 
a large house with almost two acres of garden, and 
it was here that she developed her early love of 
gardening.1 
 
Horticultural Education and Training 
 
Burton’s remaining time in Edinburgh is poorly 
documented but the 1891 census reveals that at the 
age of 24 she was living on private means in rented 
accommodation at Sharpdale in Liberton, following 
the death of her father some years earlier.  Despite 
her private income, she was determined to earn her 
living as a gardener, but as a young woman in her 
twenties Burton’s options to pursue a career in 
horticulture were limited. Until the nineteenth 
century, the craft or trade of gardening had been 
acquired on the job in an age without formal 
horticultural education.  
 
The rapid advance in the art and science of 
gardening throughout the nineteenth century gave 
rise to an increasingly sophisticated horticultural 
industry and transformed both the plants in the 
garden and the way they were grown. Mass 
introductions of tender exotic plants required 
specialist cultivation, advances in glasshouse 
technology and techniques for growing new fruits 
had to be mastered, and scientific discoveries in 
areas such as chemistry, geology and plant 
physiology led John Loudon to conclude in 1827 that 
“there is not a single operation, whether on the soil 
or on plants, that has not undergone 
improvement.”2   
 
Emphasis began to be placed on a gardener’s skill 
based on theoretical knowledge and the provision 
of more formalised practical training and education.  
The mechanisms put in place for the provision of 
horticultural education and practical experience, 
however, excluded women.   
 
The first step in the process of becoming a 
professional gardener in Scotland was, in the 
majority of cases, to serve an apprenticeship. The 
‘crock’ boys (as first-year apprentices were known) 

                                                
1 Liberton Bank became the Dunedin School for children with 
learning difficulties, a use that Miss Burton would no doubt have 
approved of, but much of the garden has now been subsumed 
by the Cameron Toll shopping centre. 
2 John C. Loudon, ‘Catalogue of Books for a Garden Library’, The 
Gardener’s Magazine, 2 (1827), 108-120 (p.109). 
3 Forbes W. Robertson, ‘The Working Life of Scottish Gardeners 
Between the Wars’, Review of Scottish Culture, 10 (1996-97), 67-
85 (p.68). 

progressed in due course from washing pots to 
becoming proficient in maintaining the vegetable 
garden, shrubberies, flower beds, lawns, frames and 
greenhouses. There was a clear transition from 
garden boy to improver and then top improver 
before graduating as a journeyman, with each stage 
completed under the supervision of the head 
gardener. Having served his apprenticeship, the 
journeyman moved on to another estate or property 
to gain experience of working in a new part of the 
country with different growing conditions. With the 
experience gained by moving from one estate to 
another, the journeyman might progress from first 
journeyman to foreman and ultimately enter the 
“exclusive fraternity of head gardeners.”3  Women 
played no part in this gardening hierarchy, except as 
weeding women.4 Gardeners on private estates 
were male, usually from a rural, working-class 
background and many had fathers or brothers in the 
trade. 
 
As well as practical training, theoretical instruction 
was delivered within this patriarchal environment. 
The bothy or dwelling in which trainee gardeners, 
any unmarried journeymen and, in some cases, the 
foreman resided, was also the place where the 
theory of horticulture was taught. After a full day’s 
work in the garden, the head gardener would, 
usually for a fee, spend part of the evening 
instructing his apprentices in arithmetic, 
mensuration, drawing of plans, botany and the 
nomenclature of plants.5 To augment their 
knowledge, gardeners’ mutual improvement classes 
and societies were also set up in bothies throughout 
Scotland. The best documented example was the 
Drumlanrig Gardeners’ Mutual Improvement 
Association, which met each week and discussed a 
selection of topics including ‘Vegetable Physiology’, 
‘The Management of Pear Trees’ and the ‘Treatment 
of Stove Plants’.6  There was no female equivalent of 
the bothy boy and the first formal gardening 
qualification to be offered in Scotland, the Course of 
Instruction for Practical Gardeners and Foresters, 
which was established by Regius Keeper, Professor 
Isaac Bayley Balfour at the Royal Botanic Garden 
Edinburgh in September 1892, was not open to 
women. 
 
Clearly resourceful, Burton circumvented the 
apprenticeship system and created her own 
syllabus of instruction by attending a selection of 
evening classes at Heriot-Watt College, thus 
benefitting directly from her great aunt’s campaign 
for female education at the institution. She passed 

4 Ann Golden, ‘Bothy Talk’, The Professional Gardener, 97 
(October 2002), 34-35 (p.35). 
5 S. A. J. Oldham, ‘Scotland, the Home of Good Gardeners’, 
Horticulture 100 1892-1992: Proceedings of a Conference on 
Horticulture in Education and Conservation, 7-11 September 1992 
(Edinburgh: Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh, 1994), pp.95-102 
(p.96). 
6 Anon., ‘Drumlanrig Gardeners’ Mutual Improvement 
Association’, The Gardener, November 1876, p.515. 
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the Science and Art and City and Guilds of London 
Examinations in Advanced Principles of Agriculture 
in May 1889, and the following year was awarded 
college certificates in Principles of Agriculture and 
Agriculture (Dairying), achieving a score of 85% that 
placed her second in the class.1  She is also believed 
to have attended evening classes in botany, 
chemistry, geology and entomology but this has 
been more difficult to confirm since extant records 
at Heriot-Watt College only name students who 
gained class medals or certificates. Participation in 
these classes would at least have given Mary some 
of the scientific grounding that she required in order 
to pursue a career in horticulture, but as the only 
woman named in the awards listings it must have 
been a somewhat daunting process. 
 
However, as Burton herself admitted, theoretical 
training was “of little value when real practical work 
was not obtainable” and for aspiring female 
gardeners this presented a dilemma that was not of 
their making.2  A virtually closed system of 
recruitment operated within Scotland’s gardening 
community in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries and “the constant movement of skilled 
men between gardens up and down the country 
created a very effective grapevine of news and 
information.  Head gardeners would know 
personally or by repute a large proportion of their 
counterparts and could use their contacts in 
recruiting staff and placing men who wanted 
another job.”3 This ‘grapevine’ was supplemented 
by seedsmen and nurserymen, who operated as 
informal employment agencies to head gardeners. 
Such informal networks provided a cheap and 
efficient method of placing male gardeners 
throughout Scotland. Seedsmen did not charge for 
their services, since “it was all part of the web of 
cordial relations, good-will and mutual trust 
established between them and the head gardeners 
throughout Scotland.”4   
 
This paradigm of protectionism, which operated 
into the twentieth century, made it almost 
impossible for women to gain practical gardening 
experience. The only exception to this, which was 
acknowledged by Burton, was certain firms that 
employed women, usually as weeders, to work in 
their plant nurseries.5 To circumvent this problem, it 
is likely that Mary gained her practical horticultural 
experience by working in the gardens of her great 
aunt at Liberton Bank and her maternal uncle, 
Robert Shiells, at 6 Duddingston Park, near 
Portobello.  
 
 

                                                
1 Heriot-Watt University archive: Heriot-Watt College Calendar 
1889-90, Appendix p.4 and p.135. 
2 Miss M. E. Burton, ‘President’s Address’, Trans of the SHA, ser. 2, 
3 (1916-20) 1920, 215-19, (p.219). 
3 Robertson, ‘Working Life of Scottish Gardeners’, p.68. 
4 Ibid., p.69. 
5 Burton, ‘President’s Address’, p.217. 

From Amateur to Professional 
 
Mary’s opportunity to break into the world of 
professional gardening came as a result of her great 
aunt’s extensive social circle. Professor Patrick 
Geddes (1854-1932) was a close friend of the Burton 
family and around 1896 Mary was invited to lay out 
the garden at Craufurd Bank, a large country house 
at Lasswade which Geddes had purchased in the 
hope of converting it into a retreat for members of 
the Old Town community in Edinburgh. After 
several months at Craufurd Bank, it would appear 
that Burton’s work there came to the attention of Dr 
George Robert Wilson, Medical Superintendent of 
the Mavisbank Institution for the Nervous, a private 
mental asylum near Loanhead, who engaged her to 
try and interest the lady patients in gardening as a 
cure.6  “So successful was Miss Burton in her efforts” 
according to Chas Comfort, head gardener at 
Broomfield House in Davidson’s Mains, that she was 
appointed head gardener soon after her 
engagement at Mavisbank, prompting claims at the 
time that Burton was the first lady in Scotland to 
obtain a post as head gardener.7 Earlier examples of 
female Scottish gardeners to hold such a post have 
yet to be found to contradict this assertion. By 1907, 
the private patients at Saughton Hall Asylum in 
Gorgie had been moved to Mavisbank and the 
institution was renamed New Saughton Hall.   
 

 
Mary E. Burton in the glasshouse at New Saughton Hall c.1914 

6 Dr Joseph Bell and Dr George W. Balfour had opened the former 
home of Sir John Clerk of Penicuik, Mavisbank, as a Nervous 
Hospital in 1877. 
7 Chas Comfort, ‘Some Scottish Horticulturists’, The Scottish 
Gardener and Northern Forester, 7 November 1908, p.697; Anon., 
‘Garden and Orchard’, The Scottish Field, June 1906, p.358. 
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New Saughton Hall c.1908. 
 
New Saughton Hall 
 
Burton’s work at New Saughton Hall was extensive 
and would have proved testing enough for many 
male gardeners. She was in charge of the circular 
walled kitchen garden, which in itself measured 
over four acres, and was required to provide the 
hospital with vegetables, fruit and flowers on a daily 
basis. We have only this description of the kitchen 
garden as it looked during her tenure, but it does 
give some indication of the scale of her task and the 
extent to which she was successful: 
 

“The fine brick walls are now clothed with 
healthy fruit trees, which yield good returns.  
Large brakes are filled with small fruit, among 
which Black Currants take a leading place.  
Vegetables in variety are liberally cultivated, as 
there are many mouths to fill. Numerous ample 
flower borders are tastefully planted with the 
cream of hardy and half-hardy plants. […] 
tomatoes are very largely and very successfully 
grown, all in boxes.”1 

 
In addition to the productive garden, Burton was 
responsible for over 100 acres of policies, including 
maintenance of the golf course, cricket pitch, 
croquet and tennis lawns, and the day-to-day 
management of her gardening team.   
 
Unfortunately there is little anecdotal evidence on 
which to base an impression of how Burton was 
regarded by her team of gardeners, but the 
photograph that heads this article showing her 
seated in the foreground holding a set of keys and 
surrounded by her gardeners, who are standing 
almost to attention with tools in hand, suggests that 
she was very much in control. The photograph is 
also interesting because it shows that she must have 
employed female gardeners, since two of the 
women are holding gardening tools whilst the third 
woman, pictured holding a hen, probably helped in 
rearing poultry.  
 
                                                
1 Comfort, p.697. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Classified advertisements in The Scotsman, 30 January 1918, p.9, 
and 5 January 1911, p.10. 

Burton eventually took up residence on the estate 
and introduced sheep, pigs and poultry, with as 
many as 300 chickens reared annually. She became 
something of an expert, “equally at home discussing 
the points of a blackfaced sheep, a ‘Long White’ pig, 
a ‘chucky’, or a Carnation.”2 She was an enterprising 
businesswoman, and various advertisements for 
“eggs for sale” appeared in The Scotsman from 1911 
onwards together with classifieds announcing 
“cockerells [sic] barred Plymouth Rocks, from my 
noted laying strain [by] Miss Burton.”3  However, she 
was not always scrupulously honest in her business 
practices as evidenced by Craig Statham, a local 
historian, who alleges that on Burton’s instructions 
the carter from New Saughton Hall would take a 
fattened pig each week to Campbell’s the butchers 
who would calculate the payment due to Burton 
based on weight.4 In later years, Mr Campbell 
recalled that the pigs were always cunningly full of 
water! 
 

 
Head Gardener Mary E. Burton with carter Donald Munro c.1914 
 
Rosettes and Responsibility 
 
In the spare time available to her, Mary was a 
regular exhibitor at local horticultural shows, 
winning numerous medals and certificates for 
flowers, fruit and vegetables. In September 1911 she 
was the only female principal prize winner at the 
Dalkeith and District Horticultural and Industrial 
Society Show, and in the same show the following 
year she won the competition for the best collection 
of eight varieties of vegetables. She continued to 
exhibit successfully at local shows for the next 
decade, including winning a gold medal for her 
cauliflowers and potatoes at the Rose and 
Vegetable Exhibition in Edinburgh in 1917. In 
particular, Mary became a recognised expert on 
potatoes, winning second prize in a nationwide 
potato competition run by Messrs Dobbie and Co., 
Edinburgh, in which a total of 676 plates of six 
potato tubers were entered.5 In 1921 she achieved 
the accolade of being a principal prize winner at the 

4 Craig Statham, Old Loanhead (Catrine: Stenlake Publishing, 
2003), p.6. 
5 Anon., ‘Potato Show in Edinburgh’, The Gardeners’ Chronicle, 11 
October 1913, p.258. 
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Royal Caledonian Horticultural Society’s Potato 
Conference and Exhibition in London and was 
congratulated on her success by the Chairman of 
the Royal Caledonian Horticultural Society.1   
 
What is significant about Mary’s participation and 
subsequent success in these shows is that she was 
competing almost exclusively against male 
gardeners at the highest level. Gardening even by 
this time was essentially a gendered activity.  
Published lists of show exhibitors and winners from 
the 1900s onwards reveal that women tended to 
specialise in flowers and making jam while men 
dominated in the growing of fruit and vegetables.  
Burton chose vegetables, particularly potatoes, and 
in the lists of principal prize winners for the shows 
she competed in, she is the lone female 
representative. By successfully competing in this 
homosocial environment, she undoubtedly gained 
personal acceptance and credibility amongst her 
male contemporaries and may also have helped 
counteract the prevailing prejudice against 
gardening women. 
 
This was not the only area in which Burton made 
her mark as a woman. Reflecting on her first 
experience of a Scottish Horticultural Association 
meeting, she wrote the following account:  
 

“I was keen on tomato growing, and I saw an 
advertisement in The Scotsman that a lecture on 
the tomato was to be given [by the 
Association…].  On arriving at the hall I was 
informed by the attendant that women did not 
attend the meetings. I went away rather 
disappointed, but some years later a member of 
the Association to whom I told my story 
informed me that a lady was now attending the 
meetings. When I heard of this I resolved to 
become a member.”2   

 
Positive in the face of such prejudice, Burton 
became a member of the Scottish Horticultural 
Association in 1900 and on being successfully 
nominated she was one of only 13 female members 
from a total membership of almost a thousand.   
 
Despite the predominantly male environment, she 
was an extremely active member of the Association 
from the outset and exhibited produce regularly at 
the monthly meetings for almost 30 years, 
frequently winning medals and certificates for 
flowers such as gloxinias, sweet peas and arum lilies 
and for vegetables including carrots, cauliflowers, 
tomatoes, onions and, of course, potatoes.3 If Burton 
personally encountered further examples of direct 

                                                
1 ‘International Potato Conference’, The Scotsman, 18 November 
1921, p.4. 
2 Burton, ‘President’s Address’, p.215. 
3 Her achievements are listed within the Transactions of the 
Scottish Horticultural Association from 1900-1920 and on the 
Association’s amalgamation with the Royal Caledonian 

prejudice on account of her sex, there is no 
evidence of it within the Association’s transactions, 
but a paper delivered at a meeting of the 
Association in March 1903 reveals the disdain with 
which the emergence of professional gardening 
women in Britain and Ireland was greeted in some 
quarters at the time. In his paper, entitled “The 
Gardener as a Man”, Frederick W. Burbidge, Curator 
of the Trinity College Botanic Gardens in Dublin, 
dismissed the training of lady gardeners in England 
and Ireland as a “fashionable fad”, and suggested 
that “not one young girl in a hundred was physically 
fitted for the necessary hard and rough labour of a 
garden.”.4 Burbidge ended his paper on this 
patronising note, which must have been difficult for 
Burton to accept given her achievements at New 
Saughton Hall:  
 

“Given a becoming costume and robust health, 
the bonnie lassies are quite welcome to come 
and play in the garden. We are all glad to see 
them, they are, God bless’em, as welcome as 
was Eve in Paradise, as welcome as are the 
flowers in May. But the tall and braw lads in the 
bothy will pity their struggles with the spade, 
and hasten to assist them, for pity, as every 
mother’s son doth know, is nearly akin to love.” 

 
Honours and Accolades 
 
Burton’s commitment to the Scottish Horticultural 
Association was rewarded by her election to the 
council in 1914, the first woman to serve as a council 
member, and she retained her position until 1916. A 
few years earlier, she had also found time to put 
herself forward for membership of the Royal 
Horticultural Society and was duly elected a Fellow 
in 1912. In 1917, she was voted one of six vice-
presidents of the Scottish Horticultural Association, 
becoming the first female to hold the office, and she 
fulfilled her duties conscientiously, rarely missing a 
committee meeting and regularly chairing the 
Association’s business. In addition to devoting a 
significant amount of her time to the Association, it 
is clear that Burton also had the respect of the 
predominantly male membership, for at a meeting 
on 20 January 1920 she was unanimously elected as 
the Association’s first female president. In her 
presidential address to the Association, she took the 
opportunity to champion the cause of women 
gardeners first by recognising the contribution made 
by women during the First World War, both on the 
land and in munitions factories, and then by 
admitting that, while women were not as physically 
strong as men, their thorough approach to 
gardening more than compensated for their lack of 

Horticultural Society in 1921, they are recorded in the Mins of the 
Hort Soc between 1921 and 1943. 
4 Frederick W. Burbidge, ‘The Gardener as a Man’, Trans of the 
SHA (1904-07) 1904, 25-32 (p.31).  Burbidge was recognised for 
his botanical explorations in Borneo and was curator of the 
Botanic Gardens at Trinity College in Dublin from 1879-1905. 
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strength.1  She was, however, astute enough to 
recognise that horticulture as an occupation was not 
suited to all women, and she tempered her 
comments by assuring her audience that they had 
no fear of being usurped by female gardeners: 
 

“It is a profession that requires a lot of 
perseverance and hard work, and will only be 
taken up in earnest by women who have a liking 
for it, and have to make a living out of it, which 
many of them have to do now. There is no short 
road to success in gardening.”2 

 
During her time as president, Burton continued to 
exhibit at monthly meetings and carefully 
stewarded the Association during its amalgamation 
with the Royal Caledonian Horticultural Society, 
which took effect in 1921. Despite its long tradition of 
female members, office holders of the Royal 
Caledonian Horticultural Society had, until the 
merger, been exclusively male. Burton was about to 
change all that. On 12 January 1921, she was elected 
to the Society’s council and for the next three years 
she was a regular attendee at the monthly meetings, 
took an active part in discussions, and was 
appointed to judge the vegetable section at the 
Society’s horticultural shows. More importantly 
from a feminist perspective, she used her authority 
at the meetings to propose women members.   
 
Wielding her influence in this way is evidence of the 
inclusionary tactics employed by Burton to increase 
female participation in the social institutions of 
horticulture in Scotland. At the Annual General 
Meeting in January 1924, she became one of four 
vice-presidents and continued to be the only female 
office holder in the Society. She retained the vice-
presidency until 1928 and remained an active 
member for the rest of her life. A minute of the 
council meeting held on 6 March 1928 is particularly 
significant because, for the first time in its 119-year 
history, more women than men were elected as 
members of the Society, a fact that Burton would 

                                                
1 Burton, ‘President’s Address’, pp.216-17. 
2 Ibid., p.217. 
3 Anon., ‘Obituary’, The Gardeners’ Chronicle, 30 December 1944, 
p.248. 

have viewed with some pleasure. It is also evidence 
of the pioneering nature of her work, which 
prepared the way for women to be represented 
within Scotland’s horticultural establishment. 
 
Eventually retiring from New Saughton Hall after 38 
years’ service, Burton continued at the age of 70 to 
undertake private work in laying out gardens. Her 
considerable contribution was recognised in 1934, 
when she became the first woman to be awarded 
the Associate of Honour medal by the Royal 
Horticultural Society for her distinguished service to 
horticulture, a remarkable achievement when you 
consider that the number of medal holders is limited 
to 100 at any one time. In Scotland, her assiduous 
devotion to the Royal Caledonian Horticultural 
Society was rewarded when she was nominated 
unanimously for the coveted Patrick Neill Medal in 
1942. Once again, she was the first female recipient 
of the prize, which was presented to her at the 
society’s AGM on 13 January 1943, together with a 
cheque and an inscribed copy of Sir Herbert 
Maxwell’s book on Scottish gardens. Some 21 years 
would pass before Mrs Knox Finlay became the next 
woman to be awarded the medal. The Gardeners’ 
Chronicle reported the death of Mary E. Burton in 
December 1944 and provided this fitting testimonial:  
 

“She was an outstanding figure in the 
horticulture of her time. Her loyalty to her calling, 
her sense of the fitness of woman’s place amidst 
flowers, fruits, and vegetables, her nobleness of 
purpose and resolution in the execution of her 
work made her an example to all. Her many 
friends will all miss that quiet lady of character 
now called to the everlasting garden.”3 

 
Deborah A Reid 

 
Images courtesy of Midlothian Council Archives 
 
  

 
 
 



 

 23 

Auchinleck: the Boswell Family Estate  
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 
Ordnance Survey map of 1857 showing part of the Auchinleck estate including both the Old House and eighteenth-century mansion. 
 
The estate of Auchinleck lies in East Ayrshire, near to the village of Ochiltree. It is of cultural significance because 
it was the home of James Boswell, the eighteenth-century diarist and biographer of Dr Johnson. Indeed, Boswell 
is credited with being the founder of modern biography and the Boswell Book Festival, dedicated to biography, 
is held annually at nearby Dumfries House.  
 
While this cultural significance is obviously of great importance, the gardens and policies are of interest in their 
own right. The estate also incorporates the Dippol Burn and Lugar Water which serve to drain the surrounding 
moorland and have been crucial in the development of the policies.  
 
Today the eighteenth-century house and buildings 
dominate the estate. The original castle, however, 
was built on a rocky promontory at the junction of 
the Lugar Water and Dippol Burn – a site ideal for 
defence. The land approach was via a fairly narrow 
winding path which ascends quite steeply to the 
castle and which survives today. There may have 
been a castle here from the thirteenth century, but 
the remains are of the red sandstone castle which 
was probably built in the fourteenth century. There 
are also the remains of an old well due south of the 
castle which is accessed by descending 37 steps.  
 
Very little still exists of the castle today and there 
are no contemporary records of land being 
cultivated around it, although there must have been 
some form of food production. Interestingly, in the 
1950s a stone used as part of a bench found in the 
ornamental garden was identified as being 

connected with a crusader. The family believe this 
came from the old castle. This certainly ties in with 
Boswell’s diaries. The castle was a very important 
part of the policies for later generations of the 
family. James Boswell refers to there being an area 
of consecrated ground by the castle where the 
foundations of an ancient chapel dedicated to St 
Vincent could still be traced. He claimed that the 
stones from this chapel were taken away to be used 
in the building of the seventeenth-century house. 
He refers to this being the ancient burial site of his 
ancestors and bemoans the sacrilege of their 
destruction. While no remains of the chapel have 
been found, the current Boswell family are keen to 
locate the site and explore further. 
 
In 1504, by virtue of both marriage and the grant of a 
charter from James IV, the estate came into the 
hands of Thomas Boswell. Thomas proved to be 
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assiduous in estate husbandry and both estate and 
village thrived at this time. His tenure was short-
lived however as he died alongside his king at 
Flodden in 1513. The estate passed down through 
the family but these were turbulent times in 
Ayrshire, and estates were chiefly signifiers of 
power, prestige and events. Gentrification of the 
policies was not a consideration. One member of 
the family who does leap from the history books is 
James Boswell, third Laird of Auchinleck, who in 1591 
was charged with witchcraft. Marks of witchcraft 
are still said to be found on stones around the old 
castle and the seventeenth-century house. 
 

 
Remains of the seventeenth-century house, now being reclaimed 
by woodland 
 
The old castle remained an important feature in the 
policies of Auchinleck. During the eighteenth 
century, when the mode for the ‘picturesque’ led 
many landowners to build follies and fake ruins, the 
Boswell family had the real thing. James Boswell 
used the old castle as the location of a 
melodramatic oath of family loyalty sworn by 
himself and his brother. The wooded area around 
the castle became central to the landscaped area 
surrounding the later mansion and as a result 
several ancient trees were preserved,  
 
Construction of the seventeenth-century house 
began in 1612 not far from the old castle. This was a 
more luxurious house although it still retained 
defensive elements. Timothy Pont’s map of 1654 
shows a tower house in the middle of a sizeable 
estate, the boundaries of which can be clearly 
traced through the following centuries. The house 
was surrounded by woodland and this has 
continued as an important feature of the policies to 
the present day.  
 
An estate cottage named Greenfoot on subsequent 
maps was built close to the new house and was also 
the site of a well and sundial, both of which can be 
seen today. The house appears to have served as 
the Gardener’s Cottage. The Ordnance Survey map 
of 1857 shows an orchard next to this, and in his 
diaries James Boswell talks of picking apples, pears 
and plums in this orchard which was well 
established by his time. It would therefore seem 
likely that this was at least contemporary with the 
seventeenth-century house. 

The ruins of the Place of Auchinleck, as the 
seventeenth-century house became known, can 
also still be seen, together with a large limestone 
paved area in front of the house facing towards the 
river. At the other side of the house was a small 
formal garden. This is not shown on contemporary 
maps, which do not depict this level of detail. 
However, there are a number of sketches from the 
early eighteenth century onwards showing the 
gardens, and the footprint of it can still just be 
detected. Rory Boswell has recently started to 
renovate the remains of the hedge which once 
surrounded it. It was of formal layout, typical of the 
period, and divided by paths into six sections with a 
decorative oval feature in the centre. In the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries this was an area 
of shrubs and specimen trees, many of which have 
now outgrown their original spaces. In his diaries, 
James Boswell frequently mentions walking in this 
area which he called ‘the old garden’ and which was 
a favourite space for him. At that time nuts, 
gooseberries, strawberries, raspberries and 
blackcurrants were all grown either here or in the 
area surrounding the gardener’s cottage, and these 
were picked by Boswell to take back to Edinburgh 
where his family lived while his father was still laird. 
Drawings from this time also show espaliered trees 
against the wall dividing the old house and garden.  
 

 
Ordnance Survey map of 1857 showing part of the Auchinleck 
estate showing the garden of the Old House in detail. 
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An estate map of 1857 shows this area in detail, and 
the formal layout of the gardens is still clear with 
shrubs and trees indicated. In front of the ruins of 
the old house are walking paths which also link to 
the areas developed by the gorge in the eighteenth 
century. The formal seventeenth-century layout of 
this garden fell out of fashion in the eighteenth 
century, but the relocation of the manor house may 
well have saved the old garden as it was not in 
direct view of the main house. The very fact that it 
was written about by Boswell and depicted so 
clearly in nineteenth century maps would suggest it 
was continuously maintained. 
 
In the eighteenth century the family fortunes 
improved, largely due to success in the legal world. 
In 1754, Alexander, eighth Laird of Auchinleck and 
father of James Boswell the diarist, was made a Law 
Lord in recognition of his work. The following year 
he started work on a new mansion befitting his 
position in society and no doubt offering a greater 
degree of comfort than the old house. The house 
was built in the neoclassical style as was the fashion 
of the day. Robert Burns refers to it in The Vision: 
 

“Nearby arose a mansion fine, The seat of many 
a muse divine;” 

 
Burns wrote in a footnote to the poem that he 
meant this as a compliment to James Boswell whom 
he hoped to meet. 
 
The location of the house within the landscape is in 
stark contrast to that of both the castle and the old 
house. Both of these buildings were located near the 
water supply and were in defensive and sheltered 
positions with boundaries of water and woodland. 
In more settled times the new mansion could be 
built in a modern style and be placed in a 
commanding position on the top of a rise with wide 
views and a small parkland area surrounding it. It 
was designed to impress the visitor who would 
have seen different views of it from the curved 
approach. 
 
There is a large lawned area to the rear of the house 
and a larger area (designated ‘parkland’ on 
nineteenth century maps) to the front. The lawn is 
bordered by a stone ha-ha which kept animals off 
the lawns but created the impression of space 
through a seamless transition to grazing land and 
managed woodland without the visual disruption of 
a fence. The ha-ha is contemporary with the house 
and is category B listed. It is typical of eighteenth-
century landscape design, epitomised by people 
such as Capability Brown, which preferred wider 
landscapes to formal gardens and flowerbeds. 
 
Andrew Armstrong’s map of 1775 depicts the new 
house and shows it surrounded by both woodland 
and enclosed fields. Lord Boswell also invested 
heavily in road building in the policies, wider estate 

and immediate surrounding area. Estate houses, 
farms and the new stable block were all connected. 
The longest road was the three-mile-long straight 
avenue from the policies to the public church. 
Officially called Barony Road, this was nicknamed 
the Via Sacra by Lord Auchinleck. It was lined with 
beech and oak trees and James Boswell wrote in his 
Tour of The Hebrides of the great expense of this 
road and how much he was looking forward to 
showing it to Dr Johnson. 
 
The trees planted along the Via Sacra were just a 
small portion of the total planted by both Lord 
Auchinleck and James Boswell. The policies today 
still reflect this and are recognised as Ancient 
Woodland. There is a mixture of native woodland 
and fir trees with some impressive specimen trees 
including a huge monkey puzzle tree which must 
have been a relatively recent introduction to 
Scotland when it was planted. 
 
The trees were planted for both commercial and 
aesthetic reasons. Lord Auchinleck was renowned 
as an austere, hard-working and at times rather 
difficult man. It is said that the only times he really 
relaxed and enjoyed himself was when planting and 
pruning trees. It was also one of the rare 
occupations that brought father and son together in 
harmony. Boswell’s diaries are full of references to 
managing woodland and he was both hands-on and 
knowledgeable in this. He talks of obtaining seed, 
planting, feeding, pruning and felling. He describes 
planting five fir trees in one place intending to thin 
them out to leave one specimen which will then 
have room to grow and spread out to make one 
magnificent stand-alone specimen. At times he was 
rather ambitious with seeds he had collected on his 
foreign travels. In his correspondence with his 
overseer James Bruce there is a letter of 1766 from 
Bruce saying he has received the parcel of seeds of 
the ‘Strawberry tree’ Boswell has sent him from 
Corsica. Bruce expresses concern that the young 
trees will probably need to be kept in a greenhouse 
for two or three years. These were probably the 
seeds of Arbutus unedo, a common shrub in the 
mountains of Corsica but whose attractive berries 
are unfortunately inedible. 
 
The eighteenth century embraced not only the 
landscape movement but also the picturesque. As 
stated earlier in relation to the castle, Auchinleck 
was well suited for this fashion. The picturesque 
extolled the beauty of nature, most noticeably in its 
more dramatic forms. The Dippol Burn winds 
through a gorge which is fifty metres deep and lined 
with woodland. The ruined castle was perched 
dramatically at the junction of the Dippol Burn and 
Lugar Waters. The Old Place, with its gently 
deteriorating towers and walls, also harked back to 
the past. Contemporary visitors such as the Duchess 
of Northumberland refer to the romance of the 
grounds. This would have been a very flattering 
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term to use about landscape at this time. The ruins 
also emphasised that this was a family with a 
pedigree. It was a statement of status and longevity. 
 
Lord Auchinleck and James Boswell both enhanced 
the picturesque nature of the policies. The policies 
were well tended, and Francis Grose wrote in 1791 of 
the beauty of the grounds and in particular 
mentioned the abundance of fir trees, some of 
which measured 96 feet in height. He drew the Old 
Place with a gardener in the foreground clipping a 
hedge. 
 

 
Boswell’s Summerhouse with central door flanked by windows. 
 
The most noteworthy addition made to this 
picturesque landscape was a grotto which came to 
be known as Boswell’s Summerhouse. It was built at 
about the same time as the new mansion and was 
highly praised by Dr Johnson on his visit in 1773. It is 
hewn out of the sandstone cliff by the Dippol Burn 
and is approximately 15’7” wide and 11 feet high. It 
has a central arched doorway flanked by windows 
with a coffered ceiling and moulded cornices to give 
the impression of an elegant eighteenth-century 
drawing room. From the summerhouse there is a 
beautiful view of the stream and gorge. Sadly, the 
summerhouse has suffered from vandalism and 
neglect and is currently in a poor state of repair. It is 
category B listed. 
 
A further grotto known as Wallace’s Cave is located 
near to the Old Place on the banks of the Dippol 
Gorge. It consists of a pointed gothic door with a 
narrow window of similar design on one side. Inside 
it is approximately three and a half metres square 
and the walls are stugged (that is, small, regular 
indentations are made on flat stone so as to 
decorate it). It is vaulted with moulded ribs rising 
from each corner to meet in the middle at a height 
of just over three metres. At one time it was thought 
to be mediaeval due to its design and location. It is 
now known to be contemporary with the mansion 
house and is yet another example of the Boswells 
developing the natural beauty of the estate in line 
with contemporary tastes, as well as emphasising 
the longevity and status of the family. The name is 
probably derived from a distant family link to 
William Wallace, of which the family were very 
proud. The first recorded Laird of Aucinleck was 
Nicol De Achethlec who was reputedly related to 

William Wallace and certainly fought alongside him 
as he is referenced in Blind Harry’s epic poem. 
 
There are several small, less impressive caves 
carved into the sandstone on the banks of the 
Dippol Burn near to the Old Place. These are also 
eighteenth century and appear to be small seats on 
which to rest, shelter and enjoy the view. 
 
Boswell’s Summerhouse is located near to the 
Dippol Bridge which was built at the same time as 
the mansion house. The bridge allows for a 
sweeping driveway which provides a suitably 
impressive entrance to the house. It is in the 
classical style with ornamental iron fretwork in the 
balustrade. It was in a poor state of repair but has 
been renovated by the Landmark Trust which now 
owns Auchinleck House and part of the grounds. 
 

 
Bridge over the Dippol Burn, showing the abundance of trees.  
 
Another three bridges were built to cross the Dippol 
Burn and Lugar Water. The High Bridge is a single 
classical arch. It is built of rustic stonework, befitting 
its location near the Old Place. The path over it 
follows the arch of the bridge in a gentle rise and 
fall. It is currently in a poor state of repair and 
cannot be used. 
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The Ten Shilling Bridge is gothic in design with a tall 
pointed arch. It has a corbelled string course which 
enhances the gothic style. It spans a waterfall in a 
very picturesque setting. It is located nearer to the 
mansion than the older buildings and connects 
pathways that meander through the policies. The 
bridge is category B listed although it is currently in 
a poor state of repair with the parapet missing. 
Officially undated, it would not be unreasonable to 
believe that it is eighteenth century due to the fact 
that it is similar in style to Wallace’s Cave and is a 
highlight of a picturesque walk. The romantic nature 
and location of the bridge would be entirely in 
keeping with other projects of this time. 
 
The fourth bridge within the policies is known as the 
Sandstone Bridge. Again, it links walks and drives 
through the grounds and has been dated to 1760. It 
consists of a single arch and is faced with cream-
coloured stone. The segmented arch has stugged 
voussoirs, the same form of stone decoration as 
used in Wallace’s Cave. 
 
Between Boswell’s Summerhouse and the bridge 
lies the Ice House which is contemporary with the 
mansion and is category B listed. It is formed out of 
a cave which is again carved in the red sandstone 
that forms the side of the gorge. There is a short 
entrance tunnel leading to a large ovoid chamber 
where the ice was stored. The chamber is 
approximately four metres by three metres in size. It 
was filled from the top and sealed with a stone. The 
ice would have been collected in winter and stored, 
often with layers of straw acting as insulation. This 
would then have served as a cold storage facility for 
meat and other perishables. 
 
The day to day management of the gardens, policies 
and estate fell on the shoulders of the overseer. 
Many letters survive between James Boswell and his 
overseer, and Yale University also holds a number 
of record sheets from 1783 which detail the jobs 
given to outdoor servants, gardeners and labourers 
each day, together with details of the weather. 
There are usually two people assigned to the 
gardens each day, and tasks include weeding the 
nursery beds, sowing beans and planting potatoes. 
 
James Boswell had two overseers during his 
lairdship. The first was James Bruce who had 
worked for his father. Bruce started as a gardener at 
Auchinleck and rose through the ranks. Boswell was 
totally dependent on him, as he frequently 
comments in his diaries. Bruce wrote to him weekly 
with details of the weather, work completed and 
impending, as well as the financial aspects of estate 
management. The importance of Bruce was 
acknowledged in James Boswell’s will where he is 
left £20 a year for his lifetime and the option of 
continuing to live on the estate with his food and “all 
other perquisites” provided for the rest of his life.  
 

When Boswell was at Auchinleck he appears to 
have spent many hours with Bruce. In his diaries he 
expresses boredom with the growing of fruit and 
vegetables but waxes lyrical about his beloved 
trees. He and Bruce appear to have discussed the 
woodland and even specific trees at great length, 
and he was certainly actively involved in their 
management. The truth seems to be that while the 
history, beauty and romance of Auchinleck was 
very close to his heart, Boswell also yearned for the 
excitement and intrigue of the city and of travel. 
After he inherited the estate his wife and children 
were based there but he was frequently away. 
Indeed, Dr Johnson criticised him at times for 
neglecting his duties as laird. The importance of the 
overseer in maintaining the estate cannot therefore 
be overemphasised. 
 
One final significant development from this period 
was the construction of the coach house and 
stables. These are located within easy reach of the 
house without impinging on the view from the 
house itself, and they are further shielded by a small 
group of trees. They were completed around 1800 
and are elegant, well-constructed buildings. They 
were put to good use in the nineteenth century by 
Sir James Boswell who was an avid horse-racing 
enthusiast and bred many winners here. 
 
In front of the stable block is an unusual building 
known as The Dovecote. It is earlier than the coach 
house but of curious design as it does not appear to 
have convenient access for nesting boxes and no 
sign of a window ever having been fitted with 
landing ledges and flight holes. It has been 
suggested that it may be a very early example of a 
water tower. It is of red brick construction and uses 
the same cream, highly finished blocks which were 
to be used on the stable block and coach house. 
There is a blank roundel on one side which may 
originally have held a clock. It is category B listed 
and also held as being of special interest. 
 
James Boswell died in 1795 and the estate passed 
down through the family. The next really significant 
period in the history of the gardens was during the 
time of Boswell’s grandson, Sir James (his father had 
been created a baronet) and Lady Jessie-Jane. Sir 
James inherited in 1822 at the age of just 15. The 
estate was heavily in debt but during their time it 
was revived, partly due to good management and 
partly due to the development of mining and 
smelting in the area. They were a philanthropic 
couple and the local community benefitted from 
their generosity. Sir James was a keen curler, and 
the estate map of 1857 shows a large curling pond 
next to Swan Loch, just beyond the stables. Swan 
Loch (which was subsequently allowed to silt up) 
was clearly well maintained at the time and is 
surrounded by woodland to separate it from the 
fields.  
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The unusual dovecote. 
 
The same map shows a formal garden between the 
house and lawns. This appears to be enclosed with 
flower beds. It is not clear whether this area of the 
garden was created by Sir James or his father 
Alexander, but it is certainly in keeping with the 
changing garden tastes of the nineteenth century. 
Alexander was a close friend of Sir Walter Scott 
who wrote an essay On Landscape Gardening in 
1828 in which he called for the reinstatement of 
flower gardens near to the mansion house. Such 
gardens were already becoming fashionable when 
Scott put pen to paper and they were often 
segregated by terraces, walls or balustrades. Some 
form of segregation appears to have been in place 
at Auchinleck. The addition of fashionable colourful 
gardens would certainly have been accorded with 
the artistic and aesthetic interests of Alexander. The 
maintenance of flower gardens continued for some 
time – an undated but much later photograph 
shows The Ladies Walk flanked by flowers, 
including ropes of roses. 
 
The nineteenth century also saw the addition of a 
conservatory which is sadly lost without trace. 
Plant-hunters at this time were bringing back many 
tender plants and exotic fruits which made 
conservatories popular. Specimen trees in the 

policies indicate that the family continued to be up-
to-date with the latest introductions from abroad. 
 

 
Nineteenth-century gates, no longer in use. 
 
Other developments at this time include a new 
lodge house, gates and railings at the entrance to 
the estate bearing the date 1883. Today, you drive 
through these on the way to the coach house and 
stables which the Boswell family currently run as a 
cafe, shop and wedding venue. As you proceed 
along the tree lined drive you pass a pair of highly 
decorated cast iron gates with ashlar gateposts 
topped by ball-shaped finials. The driveway would 
have swept right here, continuing through the 
woodland to the mansion house. Today the 
driveway is sadly overgrown.  
 

 
The rear of Auchinleck House. 
 
The twentieth century proved challenging to so 
many country houses, and Auchinleck was no 
exception. It never regained the glory days of the 
mid to late nineteenth century. Today, as mentioned 
above, the house and part of the grounds belong to 
the Landmark Trust. The house has been lovingly 
restored and is now let out as holiday 
accommodation. The remainder of the policies are 
under the care of the Boswell family and visitors to 
the coach house can walk through part of the 
policies, including the remains of the castle and old 
house. Much work remains to be done but it is an 
important and interesting landscape and one which 
is well worth restoring.  
 

Karen Watson 
 

All colour photographs copyright Karen Watson
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The Back Walk, Stirling 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Fig. 1 The walk loops round town and castle; see legend for main locations mentioned in text. Wood’s Map, 1820, courtesy of National Library 
of Scotland https://maps.nls.uk/. 
 
Stirling is fortunate to have a series of linked urban walks, together known as the Back Walk, looping round the 
Old Town and castle and giving views over the surrounding area, including to the southern highlands (to the 
north), the Ochils (to the east) and the Gargunnock Hills (to the west). Initiated in the 1720s, the walks were 
incrementally extended and linked to adjacent areas, reaching almost their modern extent by the 1850s. 
Originally primarily important for residents, many later developments were driven by the requirements of 
tourism. The walks remain popular with locals and visitors today despite significant attrition of the original 
features. This short paper will review the evidence. Major locations are identified by letters on Figure 1. 
 
Development of the Walk 
 
Ronald (1899, 231-4) outlines the history of the 
walks, emphasising that the term Back Walk 
embraced the many extensions and links as well as 
the original path. After William Edmondstone of 
Cambuswallace, described by Ramsay of 
Ochtertyre as a lover of country pursuits, moved 

                                                
1 Allardyce, 1888, II, 108-9; SCA SB6/3/3 Spittal’s 
Hospital Accounts, discharge, 1713 

into town, the Council agreed to his proposal for a 
short walk as an ‘improvement’ outside the town 
wall, on the Rude Brae (A in Fig. 1), though a 
payment for tree planting on the Rude Brae in 1713 
might suggest that Edmonstone’s scheme was not 
altogether an innovation.1 In 1725, the council, as 
patrons of Spittal’s Hospital (which owned the land) 
authorised payment of a modest £1 sterling to be 

https://maps.nls.uk/
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given to Edmondstone for the expense of planting 
trees on the walk in the Back Brae.1 In 1731-2, a 
wright (carpenter) was paid for making a new seat 
in the Back Walk (the first-noted use of the phrase).2 
In 1735, instructions were given to remove thorns 
and briars encroaching on the Back Brae as they 
reduced the value of the pasture.3 In 1739, defects of 
the ‘Back Walk’ were to be repaired.4  
 

Fig. 2. The ‘original’ walk at Cowane’s Hospital c. 1900; the tablet 
commemorating Edmondstone is out of sight on the left. Mackay, 
Views of Stirling District, n.d, author’s collection. 
 
Between 1740 and 1742 there are payments for 
Edmondstone to plant trees and John Anderson, 
mason, was paid to set up a new seat on the walk, 
the work to be done, as Edmondstone ‘who first 
contrived the foresaid walk, oversaw the making of 
it and has taken the trouble of keeping it in repair 
since, shall point out and direct’.5 The stone seat 
(marked on Wood’s town plan of 1820, Fig. 1) and a 
now illegible tablet are still present, close to 
Cowane’s Hospital (Fig. 2). The wording of this 
resolution and the fact that no payments have been 
found for making the walk itself, suggest that 
Edmondstone (who died aged 89 in 1748) must have 
met a good deal of the expense during these years. 

                                                
1 Renwick, 1889, 185 
2 B66/23/2 discharge 1731-2 
3 Renwick, 1889, 234 

This original walk extended only for about 360m, 
roughly from modern Academy Road to the Lady 
Hill, in the Valley (E in Fig. 1); the lower section 
followed the Town Walls, the upper flanked the 
Church Yard.  
 
The importance of the (now vanished) ornamental 
tree planting to the original scheme was recognised 
by local gentleman John Ramsay of Ochtertyre 
(1736-1814) who credits Edmondstone with planning 
the Walk:  
 

“as well as the plantations below it. In spite of 
our late refinements on pleasure-ground, this 
walk must be allowed to be sweet and 
picturesque. It was also one of the first in this 
country.” (Allardyce, 1888, II,108-9). 

 

Fig. 3. The walk extended round the castle in the 1790s. Note the 
stile and absence of trees. Mackay, Views of Stirling District, n.d. 
author’s collection. 
 
Developments over the next few decades were 
modest. For example, in 1750 saltpetre was used for 
‘blowing’ the rock on the Back Walk – but cost only 
5s 6d (Renwick, 1889. 367). In 1791, despite some 
objections that this might reduce the revenues, it 
was agreed to extend the Back Walk down the hill 
to the Burgh Gate, stiles and gates to be put in and 
the extension to be maintained, as well as the 
existing Walk. This work was paid for by 
subscriptions and private and charitable funds.6 
Over the next few years and again despite 

4 Renwick, 1889, 249 
5 Renwick, 1889, 262; B66/23/3 discharge 1740-1742 
6 B66/21/14, 5 Feb 1791, 9 May 1791 
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objections, the burgh paid for work on a further 
extension, this time along the south-west side of the 
castle, right round to the Ballengeich Road (C to G) 
across some very steep slopes and so onto Gowane 
Hills (F), work which continued in stages into the 
1830s.1 This latter phase round the castle was on 
land belonging to the Crown.  
 
It cannot be chance that, even before the Walk was 
proposed, the council was encouraging 
‘decorement’ of the streets with newly-elegant 
buildings and that the first villas, such as The 
Inclosure, were built outside Stirling in the 1710s, a 
pattern also seen elsewhere, in response to urban 
crowding and pollution, coupled with an increasing 
interest in the countryside as ‘a place for relaxation 
and refreshment’.2 The extensions of the 1790s 
corresponded to a rapid acceleration of suburban 
building close to the new, lower end of the Walk 
(particularly at Allan Park) At the same period, 
visitors began to arrive in significant numbers; 
Robert Burns visited Stirling twice in 1787, staying at 
the newly-established Wingate’s Inn, itself 
symptomatic of change. 
 
Early visitors and others praised the walk, 
particularly remarking on the trees and the views. A 
visitor in 1772 noted Edmonstone’s Walks ‘cut 
through a little wood on the vast steeps’ and 
‘buttressed by stones of immense size’ and admired 
the views of the fertile surroundings.3 A local 
minister wrote hyperbolically in 1777 that the walk 
was ‘overshadowed by groves of trees’ which 
shaded it from ‘scorching beams of the sun, but 
also, in good measure, the falling showers’.4 Four 
years later, a visitor notes the ‘public walk’ on the 
south side of the town ‘which is led along the top of 
a fine woody brae and is both retired and 
agreeable’; the inhabitants’ appreciation of the walk 
was indicated by a monument to the man who 
erected it.5 And the town’s first ‘guidebook’ echoes 
this emphasis on the benefits of shady trees and 
underscores the drama of the steep slopes 
(Sutherland, 1794, 101-2). 
 
A visitor in 1798 comments favourably on: 
 

“a very pleasant walk, which has been carried 
from the town, round the castle, and in many 
places cut out of the solid rock; this walk affords 
several beautiful views, and gives an excellent 
opportunity of inspecting the basaltic pillars of 
which the rock is composed.” (Garnett, 1811,  
154-5.)  

 

                                                
1 Cook & Morris, 1916,160; B66/21/14, 13 Jan 1798; 1 
Aug 1798 
2 Harrison, 1994, 21-2; SCA, B66/21/3  25th Nov 1714; 
B66/21/4  6th Dec 1718; Thomas, 1984, 246-7 
3 Pennant, 1776, II, 225 

The contemporary Statistical Account notes the 
extension of this ‘noble walk … from one end of the 
town to the other’. It was ‘perhaps the finest thing of 
its kind that any place can boast of’. The writer again 
emphasised the shade provided by ‘a shelving 
thicket of fine, thriving trees’ whilst pleading for 
further improvements of the ‘barren, rugged and 
neglected’ Gowan Hills,6 clearly recognising the 
potential to develop the ornamental and leisure 
aspects of the town’s surroundings. 
 
The most effusive of these descriptions covers the 
old and the recently-completed segments but 
mainly concentrates on the wider views in ecstatic 
tones:  
 

“To view with advantage the prospects 
commanded from Edmonstone’s-walks we 
ought to enter them where they begin, and 
proceed as they ascend through the wooded 
precipice, till we gain the summit and clear the 
umbrage; when, all at once, the Grampian 
mountains burst into view … beauty and 
sublimity blended in one vast whole, 
comprehending the true characteristics of 
Scottish scenery on the greatest possible scale.” 
(Campbell, 1802, 75-84). 

 

Fig. 4. The wall cut the 1531 road and divided the Butt Park (D), 
allowing extension of the Low Back Walk to Raploch. 
 
Between 1805 and 1808 extensive changes to the 
public roads had major implications for the walks. 
Raploch Road (H in Fig. 1) (from near the King’s Knot 
to the growing village of Raploch) was created 
about 1805.7 In 1808 the council paid £100 for work 
on the Ballengeich Road (G), an old route from the 
Top of the Town. The road surface was lowered by 
several metres, truncating the approach to the 
former Sally Port of the Castle and easing the 
gradients on the approach to the very sharp 
westward bend at the northern end. As that work 
proceeded the castle authorities were asked to 

4 Nimmo, 1777, 341-2 
5 Anon, 1781, 77 
6 Sommerville, 1793, p. 275 
7 B66/21/14, 24 April 1805; ibid, 5 Oct 1805 
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move the ‘necessaries’ in the castle to the south 
side, as the mess was ‘a great detriment’ to the 
road.1 Work on the Ballengeich Road allowed 
closure of a road, built in 1531 on the other side of 
the castle, to serve the royal stables; that route 
trended diagonally down the steep braes below the 
castle and across the Butt Park (D). Seen on Wood’s 
Map of 1820 and still extant in 1832, it had vanished 
before the First Edition OS map (surveyed 1858), 
though traces remain on the slope and part of the 
surface was excavated in 2017. Final demise of that 
route was inevitable when the Butt Park was divided 
by a new wall in the early 1850s (Fig. 1). A path 
alongside that wall (from Raploch to the Butt Well) 
linked to an older path from Butt Well to the town 
and completed the Low Back Walk, still an 
important walking route between Raploch and the 
town (Fig. 5).2 
 

Fig. 5. The Butt Well and older part of the Low Back Walk. The 
location of Fig. 4 is beyond the wall. The distinctive sycamore still 
flourishes. Fleming, Old Nooks of Stirling, 1898. 
 
Another important development came about in 
1809 when the new Parade or Esplanade was 
created outside the castle entrance with steps 
leading down to the upper parts of the Back Walk 
(the Valley, E in Fig. 1) though the full potential of 

                                                
1 Renwick, 1887, 127; SCA, JP19/2/7, p. 686; SCA 
B66/21/14, 28 Jan 1808, 25 April 1808, 8 Oct 1808 
2 Wood, 1820; Map of Stirling in Reports, 1832; 
Ordnance Survey, First Edition, 6 inch map;  
Harrison, 2008; AOC, 2017 
3 B66/21/14, 10 May 1817 
4 B66/21/13, 13 June 1780 
5 B66/21/14 8 June 1799; B66/21/16 6 May 1820; ibid 
12 March 1823; B66/21/17 22 Feb 1836; ibid 28 March 

direct links from the Walk to the castle was not 
realised till the changes of 1857-8 (below). 
‘Improvements’ to the Back Walk in 1817 included a 
seat, a little above the previous one, ‘to 
accommodate the aged and infirm who had long 
resorted to this spot on account of its warmth and 
shelter from every wind’.3 In 1780 William Jaffray 
had been given permission to make a door from his 
garden in the upper part of the town, through the 
town wall, to the Back Walk4 and thereafter several 
such doors (some with access stairs) were 
permitted, sometimes with conditions to protect the 
amenity, the early examples seemingly for personal 
use, the later more often for commercial access and 
lower down the hill, where a few are still in use.5 
From 1817 to at least the early 1860s a ‘keeper’ of the 
walk was employed, his tasks ill-defined but 
presumably tidying and maintenance.6  
 
Like many others, an anonymous author of 1847 
eulogises the extensive views from the ‘noble walks’ 
but, less conventionally, notes that they are ‘the 
result of many years labour and large expense 
which possess an amount and a peculiar style of 
embellishment not easily paralleled’ (Anon, 1847, 
694). By that time, the major developments were 
mainly designed for the increasing flow of tourists. 
At the eastern extreme of the Gowane Hills, 
overlooking Stirling Bridge, was a knoll variously 
known as the Mote Hill or Hurley Hawkey, the 
supposed site of medieval beheadings. Sir Walter 
Scott, in his 1817 work, The Lady of the Lake 
apostrophised this hill: 
 

“And thou, O sad and fatal mound! 
That oft has heard the death-axe sound 
As on the noblest of the land 
Fell the stern headsman’s bloody hand” 
(Scott, 1817, Lady of the Lake, Canto XX). 

 
The tourist literature quickly seized on this 
connection – as on other local sites, mentioned in 
Scott’s works, such as the Fords of Frew, featured in 
Rob Roy. So, the new fame of the ‘Heading Hill’ 
fitted well with earlier proposals for further 
extension of the walks across the Gowane Hills, 
eventually to the Bridge. Captain Thomas Gilfillan 
died in 1807 and had enjoyed the walks during his 
lifetime. He left funds to extend and maintain the 
walks across the Gowane Hills, the work completed 
during the 1820s and 1830s, as noted above.7 The 
delay is perhaps explained by the army’s continued 

1836; ibid, 22 Dec 1845; ibid, 5 Jan 1846; SB1/1/1 17 
Oct 1859 
6 B66/21/15 18 Aug 1817; ibid 7 Oct 1817, ibid 6 May 
1820; B66/21/18 28 Nov 1828; ibid 20 Dec 1828; 
SB1/1/1 20 Oct 1862 
7 NADFAS, 2001; B66/21/18 6 Oct 1822; Ramsay, 
1966, 225-6; Ronald, 1899, 231-4 
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wariness of any development which might imperil 
the security of the castle.1 Rev. Charles Rogers 
(prime mover in many local schemes) laughed at 
such fears, urging ‘when our ironclads are smashed 
and sunk’ any enemy would make ‘short work of 
our stronghold’, regardless of a few laburnums and 
laurels on the Gowan Hills.2 Since then, the Mote Hill 
has been further highlighted by the placing of the 
(supposed) Beheading Stone, of cannon and seats 
on the summit of this Iron Age fort.3 
 
In 1857-1858 the town’s new cemetery was 
developed, adjacent to the old Kirkyard, in the area 
between the Castle and the Town (The Valley, E in 
Fig. 1). In the gardenesque style, the driveways and 
paths, planted with ‘appropriate’ species such as 
yew, provided ready access to the lairs but were 
also the setting for sculptures and monuments, 
illustrative of the history of Scots Presbyterianism. 
For a time, there were even guides to explain the 
symbolism of this educational and evangelical 
tourist attraction, though one contemporary 
mocked the whole scheme as a ‘Walhalla’, a 
monstrous advertisement for the promoters’ various 
businesses. But, ideal or cynical, the paths also 
linked to the Back Walk and the main routes from 
the railway station to the castle, the prime objective 
of growing numbers of tourists (Fig. 6).4  
 

Fig. 6.  The gardenesque cemetery, with the steps to the 
Esplanade to the rear and the start of Upper Back Walk at the 
extreme left. From Rogers, 1876, author’s collection. 
 
The links to the Valley Cemetery were the last major 
extension and are a reminder that, even before that 
time, the Walk was not a simple, linear feature but 
was enhanced by cross-links, diversions and off-
path viewpoints. The Lady Hill, in the Valley, had 
been highlighted on account of its supposed 
connections with the ladies of the royal court - 
though the name more likely refers to a pre-
Reformation shrine to Our Lady. Through the 
nineteenth century there was an increasing number 
of access points from the Old Town while networks 

                                                
1 Anon., 1835, 62 
2 Rogers, 1876, p. 112-116 
3 Canmore 1044795, Canmore 46234 
4 Harrison, 2013 
5 Harrison, 2008 

of paths were made down the steep braes below 
the town and castle. Steps, ramps and paths were 
created to facilitate access from the developing 
Kings Park suburb to the south, to institutions such 
as kirks and schools which remained within the old 
urban core. Above the Butt Well, these paths zigzag 
around historic terracing, described as the ‘hanging 
gardens’ in 1876 and perhaps the remains of the 
gardens originally created by James IV in the 1490s.5 
Close by was access to the Kings Knot, now only 
glimpsed through the trees from the upper walk but 
pointed out to nineteenth century tourists as a major 
royal connection.6  
 
Using the Walk – Overview 
 
Well into the nineteenth century the walks were 
mainly seen as a facility for residents. Edmondstone 
is said to have liked to look back to his former, rural 
home from its heights. Nimmo (1777) described the 
‘beautiful path’ where ‘the inhabitants have the 
opportunity of taking the fresh air in the midst of 
scenes truly romantic’. Captain Gilfillan had enjoyed 
the walks ‘as commanding the finest view of the 
enchanting scenery around Stirling’ and, at his 
death, left funds for its improvement.7 In 1817 
Washington Irving said ‘Old men take their morning 
walk round the castle rock’ (cited Ritchie, 2010, 36). 
Strangers would be envious of the citizen of Stirling 
‘for the delightful walks which are laid out for his 
convenience… These I can safely pronounce, so far 
as prospect is concerned, to be matchless in 
Scotland’ (Chambers, 1830, 8.) Still, in 1845, the walk 
was described as an embellishment providing for 
‘the healthful recreation of the inhabitants’ (Beith et 
al., 1845, 414-5). The impression of a facility 
primarily for locals, a passeggiata, providing 
sociable exercise and tasteful views, is further 
supported by the opening of gates from back 
gardens onto the Walk and by recollections of the 
Walk in the 1820s and 1830s as a favourite spot for 
promenading on the fine summer afternoons and 
evenings, resorted to by the better classes; and 
especially by the ladies who not only enjoyed the 
fresh air but the society of the officers stationed in 
the castle.8  
 
By the 1890s, however, that now elderly author 
regretted that, though strangers were always 
impressed by its ‘unparalleled picturesqueness … 
the like of which in any other town in the kingdom 
would be regarded as one of its most valued 
possessions’, the locals had deserted it, unless, 
perhaps to take a walk after attending the kirk in fine 
weather.9  There was, surely, no real mystery here. 
The elites (prime focus of Galbraith’s remarks) had 

6 Rogers, 1851, 68-72 
7 Anon., 1835, 62 
8 Galbraith, 1893-4, p, 10-11 
9 Galbraith, ibid, 11 
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meanwhile moved to new homes in the suburbs, 
abandoning the Old Town and the Walk to the 
tourists and the lower classes. At the same period, 
new and more varied options for exercise had 
emerged, including train and tram trips to previously 
inaccessible rural locations, no longer forbidden by 
strict Sabbatarianism.  
 
The history of the areas traversed and the views 
overlooked from the Walk were selectively 
interpreted, at least from the later eighteenth 
century, to add to its attractions. The royal 
connections of the castle, Valley and King’s Knot 
were emphasised and sometimes exaggerated. The 
child James VI was (improbably) claimed to have 
slid down the slopes of the Mote Hill on a cow’s 
head,1 while claims that barges sailed round the 
King’s Knot are undermined by its being on a 
significant slope with no sensible water-source. The 
early tourist guides also emphasise the romantic or 
picturesque views, the tastefulness of the scenery; 
later the mix is enriched by literary allusions, mainly 
to Scott. Curiously, the town walls, which dominate 
or even define a large part of the Walk, are hardly 
mentioned in the early guides.  
 

Fig. 7. The slopes below the castle are almost treeless c. 1900. 
Mackay, Views of Stirling District, n.d, author’s collection. 
 
Inevitably, there have been extensive changes – 
most recently, some of the main paths have been 
widened and many have been surfaced. Despite 
Galbraith’s concerns that the Walks were being 
abandoned, today they are used by locals and 
visitors alike– walking (with or without dogs), 
cycling, to get to the castle, as a route from suburbs 
to town, to enjoy the views and so on. Some, at 
least, appreciate the near-rural quality of woodland 
within the town, the biodiversity of some segments, 
the sociability of meeting other users. There are 
now some interpretation boards, and some felled 
trees have been sculpted - though a jokey image of 
a beheading looks more like bad taste than art to 

                                                
1 Rogers, 1851, 71-2 
2 Renwick, 1889, 234; Harrison, 2008 
3 B66/21/14 5 Feb 1791 

this observer. Some years ago, the path up the 
slopes of the ‘Heading Hill’ was bulldozed through 
the ramparts of the Iron Age fort, without even a 
nod to archaeological investigation.  
 

Fig. 8.  Almost the same vantage point as Fig. 3 but the stile 
mostly lost and the castle hidden by trees. 
 
Other changes are more diffuse and gradual but 
more radical. Most importantly, when first laid out, 
most of the area was pastured by livestock, an 
economic use of steep slopes with the benefit of 
controlling scrub and trees and so keeping views 
clear, significant not just for the amenity but for 
defence of town and castle.2 In 1791 stiles were 
installed, facilitating mixed use by walkers and 
livestock;3 stiles remained a recurrent concern.4 
When the walk was extended round the castle in 
1798, the tenants had to be compensated.5 As stock 
has been gradually removed, trees and scrub have 
sprung up, no longer carefully managed like the 
original planting. On the west side of the castle 
photographs show rapid tree growth through the 
late nineteenth and twentieth centuries and the area 
is now densely wooded, with much unstable, bare 
earth in the deep shade on the steep slopes (Figs. 7 
and 8). The Gowane Hills were pastured into the 
1950s, when they had just a light covering of whins;6 
they are now largely covered in dense secondary 
woodland. Periodic whin fires used to control this 

4 B66/21/15, 13 June 1822; SB1/1/1, 19 Oct 1857 
5 B66/21/14, 13 Jan 1798 
6 SCRAN, 000-000-147-229-R 
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growth on the Gowane Hills but, since about the 
1980s, deciduous woodland dominates making it 
increasingly difficult to appreciate the former 
significance of the landscapes. Even some views 
from the castle are obscured, with views of the 
castle reduced to keyhole peeps. Trees and tree 
roots mask archaeological features and make survey 
difficult or impossible. Self-sown ash is a major 
component of this woodland and, as elsewhere 
across the UK, is being decimated by Chalara Ash 
Dieback, a less than ideal control mechanism. Nor 
would restoration to some former state be 
achievable by a simple return of livestock and 
multiple stiles (anyway incompatible with extensive 
access by the modern public). Probably, the trees 
are here to stay.  
 
On the other hand, the area was not treeless even in 
the fifteenth or sixteenth centuries. The Haining (B in 
Fig. 1) was the site of James IV’s orchard.1 At least the 
secondary woodland has some biodiversity value, 
while the woods on the (very steep and rocky) 
north side of the Gowane Hills are botanically richer 
and probably older than those south of the town2 
(Fig. 9). But the ongoing planting of trees on the 
Gowane Hills, typifying a modern taste, clearly 
exacerbates the long-term problems of 
afforestation and erosion of historic landscapes. 
 

Fig. 9. Aquilegia vulgaris, long-established in woodland on the 
north side of Gowane Hills. 
 
The growth of Stirling has inevitably intruded on the 
views. Two particularly egregious examples are the 
late 1990s Castle Business Park and (worse) an area 
of hard standing, created in 2016, in the 
Conservation Area immediately below the castle, 
within the former King’s Park, an area which, just 

                                                
1 Harrison, 2008 
2 Sexton, In Press 
3 Loudon, 1842; Rogers, 1876, p. 115-6 

two years before, was being discussed as a 
potential World Heritage Site (Fig. 10). Features such 
as the old stiles, no longer useful, have suffered a 
slow attrition: only one (at the north west corner of 
the King’s Knot enclosure) remains intact (Figs. 3 
and 8).  
 
Ramsay (above) had recognised the walk and 
associated plantings as a designed landscape. But it 
was, in some ways, the antithesis of the more usual 
designed landscape of the period. For, from its 
inception, this was a public and an urban amenity, 
arguably more akin to a public park than to a 
contemporary rural private park. Incorporation of 
links to the cemetery paths are a recognition that 
that resemblance was appreciated. Few public 
parks would boast such extensive, romantic and 
historical views and it was often the views from the 
cemeteries (particularly the Lady Hill) which were 
emphasised. Happily, in my view, Loudon’s 
proposals for an arboretum in the Kings Park and 
Rogers’ for ornamental planting on the Gowane Hills 
and ‘restoration’ of the ‘hanging gardens’ in the 
Haining came to nothing.3 But existence of the Back 
Walk was arguably one reason why Stirling had no 
public park prior to 1893.4  
 
Significantly, too, ancillary paths linked the main 
Walks to sites such as the King’s Knot and King’s 
Park where, at least by the mid-nineteenth century, 
there was the perception of a right of public access 
whether for walking, golf or other leisure uses – and 
the value of the land for farming was reduced. As at 
Holyrood and Linlithgow, this public access created 
pressure to protect the former royal landscapes 
from enclosure or development, preserving them 
for leisure and pleasure.5  
 

Fig. 10. Views west from the castle, commended since the 
sixteenth century, were enhanced with hard standing in 2016. 
 
Reflecting changes in taste and interest, as well as 
these more general developments (urban growth, 
trees), the signage now concentrates more on the 
immediate locality - the town walls, the cemeteries, 

4 PP, 1899 XVIII, Woods and Forests, p. 26 
5 Harrison, 2016, 58-60 
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the iron age fort and some mention of wildlife - than 
on the distant views. Scott and even Bannockburn 
are too remote. Story-boards are amplified by QR 
codes and online links, though there is little attempt 
to convey an idea of the walks as a whole, even 
though they are links across an ancient landscape of 
national importance and interest.  
 
The walks will, doubtless, survive; but their 
ambience is imperilled. 
 

John G Harrison 
 

All colour photographs copyright John G Harrison 
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