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Balnagown Castle in Easter Ross was first mentioned in documents in the fifteenth  century, and was      
occupied until the twentieth century by the Chiefs of the Clan Ross. This article describes the development 
of its designed landscape as represented on historical maps and estate plans drawn up by Timothy Pont, 
General William Roy, George Brown, John Hay, and the Ordnance Survey, combined with documentary  
evidence to be found in the Balnagown Castle Archive. Based on this material it is suggested that, until 
now, the significance of the designed landscape associated with the castle has been underestimated. 
 
In the late seventeenth century Balnagown Castle was surrounded by an early example of a formal Scottish 
Historical Landscape. Over time, this became less ordered until formality was reintroduced in the          
nineteenth century in the form of the Italianate Garden and semi-circular walled garden for which it is   
renowned today. Elements of the earlier gardens can still be identified on modern maps and seen on the 
ground today. 
 
For much of the twentieth century the gardens were overlooked in favour of farming, field sports and    
hospitality which were able to generate an income for the estate. Since coming under new ownership in 
1972, the gardens have been revived, providing year-round interest. 
 
The castle now serves as a family home, while the estate provides holiday accommodation for visitors who 
wish to enjoy nature in comfort. 

Balnagown: An Early Scottish Landscape 

Figure 1: Detail of Balnagown from Timothy Pont’s map of Tarbet Ness, Easter Ross 1583-96. By kind permission of the National 
Library of Scotland. 
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Early History – The Formal Scottish Landscape 
 
The name Balnagown is derived from the Gaelic 
word gobhainn, meaning smith, and may point 
to the site having once been a prestigious       
settlement of metalworkers.1 The present castle 
is thought to have been established as a square 
tower house on what may have been the site of 
an earlier wooden-framed hall house, though no 
evidence of this earlier building has been found.2 
Later alterations to the original castle included 
the addition of new accommodation in 1593, the 
building of a new wing in 1661 to complete an          
L-plan house, further additions in 1763 to form a 
square mansion, and the construction of a new 
Gothic revival wing by Lady Mary Lockhart-Ross 
in the 1840s.3 From their early beginnings the  
gardens have undergone many changes under 
the influence of a succession of owners,         
landscape architects, surveyors and gardeners. 
 
Timothy Pont’s map of Easter Ross, Figure 1,  
dating from the 1590s, is unusual in depicting 
‘Balnagoun Castell’ as a four or five storey tower 
house set within a gated inner court surrounded 
by an enclosed park planted with trees,           
suggesting that the castle was encompassed by a  

Figure 2: Detail of Balnagown Castle and grounds from Roy’s Military Survey of Scotland 1747-55.  
By kind permission of the National Library of Scotland. 

designed landscape from an early date, in spite 
of the fact that defence was presumably the 
original raison d’être of the castle.4 In this regard, 
Balnagown would have resembled many of the 
tower houses of the wealthy and powerful      
described by Charles McKean in his book The 
Scottish Chateau: The Country House of           
Renaissance Scotland (2001). 
 
By the end of the seventeenth century, Sir David 
Ross and his wife Lady Anne Stewart had created 
a landscape in what is best described as a formal 
Scottish Historical Landscape style which was 
fashionable at this time, characterised by        
parterres, avenues, criss-crossing paths,           
rectilinear or star plantations and tree lined 
parks.5 Many such landscapes designed by the 
likes of Sir William Bruce, Alexander Edward and 
John Erskine sixth Earl of Mar, can be seen on 
General Roy’s Great Map or Military Survey of 
Scotland, Figure 2. ‘Ballnagown’ or ‘Balnagoun’ is 
depicted on Roy’s map as an extensive landscape 
with a broad and straight avenue aligned on the 
castle, running from east to west. There were 
formal gardens close to the castle likely to have 
included topiary and statuary, with extensive 
wilderness plantations on either side of the   



4 

 

avenue: that to the south a regular belt cut 
through with a series of cross-paths; that to the 
north with criss-crossing paths and several 
glades or cabinets de verdure. There is a small 
star-shaped parterre to the south of the castle, 
together with a formal garden leading north and 
east to the King James Bridge over the             
Balnagown River, on the east bank of which were 
further formal pleasure grounds which would 
have been visible from the castle. While the 
woods close to the castle are likely to have   
comprised both broadleaved and coniferous 
trees, the more distant ones were evidently of 
Scots pine, described by Robert Forbes, Bishop of 
Ross, in 1762 as ‘the greatest plantations of firs 
to be seen anywhere’.6 A similar picture is        
conjured up in the first Statistical Account of 
Scotland for the parish of Kilmuir Easter, written 
in 1793, which talks of ‘immense tracts of 
ground, at proper distances from the house,  
covered with very thriving plantations of fir or 
forest trees’.7 
 
Vistas directing the eye towards interesting    
historical or physical objects were a common 
feature of the formal Scottish Historical        
Landscape, as seen at Kinross House where the 
axial layout was focused on Loch Leven Castle, or 
at Hopetoun House where the design was 
aligned on North Berwick Law some thirty miles 
away.8 At Balnagown the broad western vista led 
the eye towards Ben Wyvis, twenty miles distant, 
while there were other views to be had up and 
down the Balnagown River, and southwards 
across the Sands of Nigg and the Cromarty Firth 
towards the nearby town of Cromarty.9 Within 
the Cromarty House policies Captain John    
Urquhart is recorded as having planted Gallow 
Hill in the 1750s as a rond point or star plantation 
with twelve radiating vistas, one of which        
terminated on Balnagown Castle.10 
 
The Mid-eighteenth Century - A Landscape of 
Change 
 
In 1760 the ownership of Balnagown passed to 
Captain, later Admiral, Sir John Lockhart upon 
which the name Ross was added to his surname. 
Having remodelled the castle in the 1760s, the 
admiral set about repairing the riverbank,    
clearing bogs and introducing a new drainage  

system. Roads were remade, and a new pine 
plantation was added. As tourist Thomas        
Pennant observed in 1769, in the course of his 
first Scottish tour, ‘Ballinagouan is the seat of a 
gentleman who has most successfully converted 
his sword into a ploughshare … He is the best 
farmer and the greatest planter in the country; 
his wheat and his turneps shew the one, his  
plantations of a million of pines shew the 
other’.11 

 

Towards the end of the eighteenth century 
changing fashion saw many estates move away 
from formal gardens and plantations to more 
asymmetrical and naturalistic parkland layouts. 
Among those providing plans in the new style 
were the Scotsman Robert Robinson who was 
advertising his business as a landscape designer 
in 1760, and the English agricultural improver 
and landscape designer Thomas White who had 
trained under Brown, and who had extended his 
practice into Scotland in 1770. Although there is 
no evidence that either man was directly         
involved at Balnagown, the fact that White is 
known to have worked on the Ross estate of 
Bonnington in Lanarkshire before the end of the 
eighteenth century suggests that his influence 
may have extended as far as Balnagown.12      
Another influential local figure at this time was 
Alexander Sangster, one time gardener at       
Balnagown, who went on to carve out a career 
for himself as a surveyor and estate factor. Along 
with other  local surveyors such as George 
Brown, these men played an important part in 
improving agricultural practice, producing       
numerous estate plans, along with land and   
timber valuations.13 

 

That wealthy landowners such as the Admiral 
were able to enjoy a lavish lifestyle is revealed by 
the Male Servant Tax Roll for Ross-shire. Thus in 
1785-1786 Sir John’s household comprised seven 
male servants – a butler, house servant, cook, 
coachman, postilion and gamekeeper, together 
with gardener Petter Lamb.14 The contrast      
between the Laird’s lifestyle and that of his     
employees is illustrated by an inventory of      
furniture possessed by the gardener from 1780 
to 1836: the worldly goods of Alexander Pyper, 
his wife and ten children were valued at just 
£7.00.15 
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Figure 3: Detail of the Brown Survey 1808 showing the entrance drives for carriages in red.  
By kind permission of the Balnagown Archive. 

Developments in the Early Nineteenth Century 
 
Some of the best evidence for changes occurring 
at Balnagown around the turn of the nineteenth 
century comes from a series of plans drawn by 
local surveyor George Brown, Figure 4, entitled 
Plans of the Estate of Balnagown … the property 
of Sir Charles Ross Bart, dated 1808.16 Besides 
naming fields, woodlands and roads he also    
included comments which shed light on changes 
to the policies at that time: ‘Old Nursery’, ‘New         
Garden’; Meikle Bog ‘the wood sold and cut 
down’ and ‘wood reserved unsold’; Wood of  
Kildarie ‘fine fir plantation and good grass       
pasture’. Across the river from the castle and 
further to the north, where he has written ‘wood 
and grass’, some of the earlier radiating rides 
may still have existed but the more elaborate 
geometric planting shown on Roy’s map has   
disappeared. 
 
Brown’s plan also shows two entrance drives 
which converge: the longer drive, marked ‘grass 
avenue’, passing north of Kildary Wood adjoins 
the original straight avenue aligned on the castle, 
as shown on Roy’s map. The shorter straight  
entrance from the south, joins the ‘Meikle     
Avenue’ a short distance from the castle. Today 
this is the main approach, reserved for the 
owner, while the former is now a service road for 
the estate. 
 
The laird at this time was Sir Charles Lockhart-
Ross whose wife, Lady Mary Fitzgerald, took a 
keen interest in the garden and was responsible 
for further developments. Sir Charles had        
succeeded his father in 1790, the same year that 
he was elected Member of Parliament for Tain  

after an earlier career in the army. One of his 
friends, General William Wemyss, introduced 
him to the Scottish horticulturalist and garden 
architect John Hay.  
 
The ‘Plan of Improvements on the New Garden 
at Balnagown Castle drawn from ideas suggested 
by General Wemyss’ is dated 1814.17 It is very 
likely that the ‘ideas’ were originally those of 
Walter Nicol who had worked for General       
Wemyss in the 1790s, and that Hay’s                
contribution was the introduction of the         
semi-circular wall. At Wemyss Castle, Walter 
Nicol had introduced heated walls with          
pineapple and mushroom houses and aimed to 
produce stone fruit at all seasons of the year.18 
Nicol went on to write several books on practical 
horticulture, including The Scotch Forcing and 
Kitchen Gardener, 1797. Hay later used the same 
semi-circular shape for the walled flower garden, 
built in 1818, at Newhailes House. 
 
The proposal for the Walled Garden at             
Balnagown included an orangery, grape houses, 
pine shed, mushroom house, a melon and a    
cucumber house, as well as stock holes (pits) and 
two free-standing glass-covered hot walls for 
peaches and pears.19 A sundial provided a focus 
at the centre of the garden while the new            
gardener’s cottage was sited just outside the  
perimeter wall, Figure 4. Although the external 
walls were built, there is no evidence on the 
ground nor in the archive that the stove houses 
and heated walls were ever constructed, nor that 
Hay’s layout for the interior was followed. One of 
the reasons may have been the death of the 
Laird in 1814 when death duties halted            
improvements to the estate. 
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The Romantic Nineteenth-Century Garden 
 
The New Statistical Account of 1845 notes recent 
additions to the house and a lawn with             
ornamental trees which had replaced the        
parterre to the front. ‘Altogether it is one of the 
most delightful residences in the north of      
Scotland, enjoying a commanding prospect of 
the finest scenery in the surrounding country’.20 
Having improved the house, Lady Mary turned 
her attention again to the garden. She employed 
Charles Hope Johnston Smith who became a well  
respected garden architect and landscape       
gardener working on Lockhart-Ross estates:   
Balnagown (1846), Bonnington House and    
Rosehall, as well as many other large estates 
across Scotland.21  
 
A terraced Italianate Garden was laid out in 1847 
on the site of Sir David and Lady Anne’s formal 
garden, Figure 5. However, whether this was the 
work of Charles H. J. Smith or Lady Mary herself 
is unclear. The new terraced garden at Dunrobin, 
laid out in the 1840s, may have  inspired Lady 
Mary, and she may have been encouraged by the 
success of her terraced garden at Bonnington 
House. 

Figure 4: Plan of the semi-circular Walled Garden drawn by John Hay 1814. By kind permission of the Balnagown Archive. 

Extensive work in this part of the garden was 
undertaken by the Superintendent of Holyrood 
Palace, Robert Matheson. Photographs in the 
estate archive show rose trellises and a central 
fountain with topiary hedges. Monkey puzzle 
trees and rows of yews survive here from this 
time, as well as a man-made waterfall on the 
river. Nearby, a path follows the edge of the cliff 
on which were carved the initials of Sir Charles 
Ross: SCR 1847. It leads on to a large pond with 
an island as a central feature.  

Figure 5: A postcard of 1910 showing the Italianate Garden. 
By kind permission of the Balnagown Archive. 

By the time the third, revised, edition of G. and 
P. Anderson’s Guide to the Highlands and Islands  
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of Scotland including Orkney and Zetland         
appeared in 1850, the castle had become a   
tourist destination and featured on their tourist 
route from Beauly to Tain. It is described as    
being encircled ‘by the arches of a continuous 
veranda covered with creepers'. The extent and 
harmony of the overall design impressed the  
authors: 'Sandstone cliffs overhung with ivy, 
gushing fountains, a large sheet of water with 
swans and other aquatic fowl' together with, 
'arbours, islands, bridges and rustic grottos have 
been introduced'.22  
 
By this time little of the formal gardens depicted 
by Roy remained. Tourists who visited would 
have enjoyed the view of the house ‘on the 
banks of a romantic Highland stream’ and the 
good taste of Lady Ross under whose guiding 
hand this grand scheme had taken shape.  
 
The detail afforded by the Ordnance Survey Six-
inch 1st Edition map of 1880, Figure 6,reveals the 
bowling green, the curved path of yews along 
the Riverside Walk, a footbridge (absent today) 
and the Italianate Garden reduced to one side of 
the river.  An island bed had been created in the  
turning circle by the castle, with a sundial at its 
centre. It also shows the path to the aviary 
(unnamed) to the south-west of the house:  

it held captive golden eagles – a reminder that 
the Clan Chief may wear three eagle’s feathers in 
his bonnet. Improvements to circulation are also 
evident with new or extended routes for         
carriages: for example, the extension of the main 
east-west axial drive by several miles to afford 
different views of the castle.23 The only sign of 
the former main approach, shown on Roy’s map, 
is a straight line of trees in the parkland. Another 
drive is shown which takes a circuitous route to 
the deer park and continues through the Mains 
of Balnagown to the Walled Garden. Here a    
dipping pond forms the central feature but there 
is no evidence of the glasshouses within nor of 
the heated walls proposed by Hay.  
 
Winding paths were introduced for exploring the    
garden and riverside. The brooding cypresses, 
secret walks, pools and steep banks of the      
Italianate Garden all added to the picturesque 
setting. Flights of stone steps with ornamental 
planting led to the lawns below, where climbing 
roses decorated rustic arches. 
 
The King’s Bridge across the river to the west of 
the castle, carried the King’s Causeway towards 
Tain. Beyond the bridge, a mill race had long  
existed which provided energy for a sawmill. The 
laundry and washing green were also sited on  

Figure 6: Detail of Balnagown Castle from the Ordnance Survey 6” Map 1880.  
By kind permission of the National Library of Scotland. 
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Figure 7: The Walled Garden and associated structures 
1907. By kind permission of the National Library of Scotland. 

the north bank of the river accessed via steep 
steps (recently discovered) and a footbridge. In 
1888 a turbine was installed on the riverbank to 
generate electricity. 
 
The estate records show that in 1861, a staff of 
twenty-four was employed for the policies,     
gardens and laundry. At that time, the daily pay 
was six pence for women and one shilling for 
men.24 At the time of the 1871 Census, the Head 
Gardener was James Fairweather, aged 31, from 
Forfarshire. His team included Alec Ross, age 23, 
a Journeyman Gardener; William Ross, aged 18, 
an Apprentice Gardener, both from Fearn, and 
Andrew Smith, Under Gardener Apprentice. 
 
The Ordnance Survey Map of 1907 shows that 
some developments had taken place in the 
Walled Garden, Figures 7 and 8. Rather than the      
functional but ornamental garden envisaged by 
Hay, with a central entrance between orchard 
trees and views of the hothouses ahead, the 
glasshouses were placed outside the walls and 
the entrance was from the north, between a 
Quercus robur ‘Pendula’ and a lean-to           
glasshouse, circled in red on Figure 7. Inside,  
cultivation was concentrated in beds along the 
curved and straight perimeter walls. Two further 
glasshouses were erected against the south side 
of the straight perimeter wall, at the western 
end, circled in green on Figure 7. Originally the 
Peach House and the Carnation House, these 
later became the Fig House and the Vinery. 
 
 
 
 

Retrenchment 
 
Already at the outbreak of the First World War, a 
decline in the upkeep of the garden was in       
evidence. A report written by C. R. Fielder,      
Inspector of Gardens from the Royal                 
Horticultural Society, described the gardens as 
weedy and untidy; the paths and drives as in 
need of repair, the grass poorly mowed and the 
hedges unclipped. In the Italianate Garden, 
Fielder suggested the introduction of a low  
sandstone wall with balustrading to enclose the 
garden, along with a pergola with stone pillars to 
replace the Rose Arches. He also suggested tree 
thinning and removal to let in more sunlight. 
 
The Rock Garden and the flower garden around 
the castle in particular were too shady and          
overgrown. The Walled Garden was weedy, and 
the fruit trees old, badly pruned, and useless.25 
 
After the First World War, the reduction in the 
number of estate workers and the ever            
increasing management costs posed a real threat 
to the historic designed landscape at Balnagown. 
It was in danger of being lost. The post-war focus 
was on farming and on income-generation rather 
than on gardening. The cultivated bed along the 
straight wall of the Walled Garden probably   
disappeared about this time, reflecting the     
reduced demand for garden produce from the 
household and the need to control costs. 
 
A reduced allowance was made for the garden 
and in 1921 the number of gardeners was almost 
halved: three men and a casual worker were  
dismissed leaving three gardeners and two 
young men or boys. By January the following 
year there were only two permanent gardeners:  

Figure 8: Postcard showing glasshouses built onto outside 
wall of the Walled Garden, circled in blue on Figure 7. By 
kind permission of the Balnagown Archive. 
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Robertson, Head Gardener, who was paid two 
pounds per week and Urquhart, who earned 
thirty-two shillings and sixpence. The two boys 
were each paid twenty-four shillings per week. 
The garden staff costs for the year ending     
January 1922 were £318.10.0. This included two 
seasonal staff for twenty-six weeks, paid thirty 
shillings per week. The seeds for that year cost 
£62.00.26  
 
Balnagown was not the only estate anxious to      
economise. In autumn 1921, a plant swap       
occurred between Balnagown, Dunrobin and 
Beaufort castle gardens. Estate records show 
that Balnagown received from Dunrobin Castle 
Gardens ‘200 Penstemon Purple King, 20 Red 
Salvia, 12 Dahlias (to propagate from), 40     
Fuchsias (to propagate from). Castle Beaufort 
Gardens sent: ‘1½ Dozen Herbaceous Salvia Blue, 
1½ Dozen Herbaceous Malope, 65 Herbaceous 
Veronica Blue, 1 Dozen Phlox’.27 

 
In October the same year, the fountain in the 
Italianate Garden was turned into a flower bed 
and planted with bulbs and late flowering plants, 
again to save costs. With the emphasis on     
modernising farming practices on the estate, the 
gardens entered a period of minimal care.  
 
The gardeners undertook non-gardening duties    
elsewhere on the estate and it became obvious 
that their work was seen as a low priority. 
Robertson resigned as Head Gardener on 17  
September 1923. By the end of that year, 
Caulder had become the Head Gardener of both 
Bonnington House (Lanarkshire) and Balnagown 
Castle (Ross-shire). 
 
Plant lists for the Walled Garden in 1926 include 
‘Green Peas, Broad and French Beans, Brussel 
Sprouts, Carrots, Mustard, Lettuce, Parsley,    
Turnips, Tomato, Marrow, Cabbage, Cabbage 
Savoy, Cress, Cauliflower, Cucumber, Leeks,    
Potatoes, Beet, Onions’. Flowers include ‘Sweet 
Peas, Nasturtiums, Nigella, Poppy, Asters,       
Calendula, Chrysanthemum, Gypsophila,         
Antirrhinum, Helichrysum, Heliotrope, Ice Plants, 
Larkspur, Lupins, Malope Grandiflora, and 
Stocks’.  Excess produce might be sold: for       
example in 1924 this raised £4.13.11. This was 
small beer when compared with farming profits. 

The laird throughout these years was Sir Charles 
Lockhart Ross, (1872-1942), a successful          
entrepreneur and inventor. He served with the 
Seaforth Highlanders in the Second Boer War 
(1899-1902) and was the inventor of the Ross 
rifle. This and other commercial activities 
brought him to the notice of the Inland Revenue 
who issued a tax demand for £360,000 and  
threatened to confiscate the estate if it was not 
paid. Sir Charles, then living in America,            
attempted to avoid payment by declaring        
Balnagowan American territory and a ward of 
the Delaware Court.28 He chose to remain in 
‘exile’ in America and in consequence the        
gardens suffered. 
 
The years of the Second World War saw further 
decline. In 1940, the Edinburgh Gazette reported 
the winding up of Balnagown Estates Company 
Limited.29  During the long-winded process of    
liquidation the formal gardens became a         
livestock field. As part of the war effort, timber 
was requisitioned by the government from most 
large estates in Scotland. From July 1941 to     
November 1942 the Canadian Forestry Corps 
camped to the north-west of the castle and    
undertook the felling,30 probably causing further 
detriment to the garden as well as the loss of 
woodland for the estate. 
 
Sir Charles died in Florida in 1942. The estate 
then passed to his third wife Dorothy, his   
American secretary, whom he had married in 
1938. In the face of further tax demands and 
debts she was forced to sell thousands of acres 
of land including sporting lodges, salmon rivers, 
hotels and a distillery. She married Francis De 
Moleyns in 1953 and together they attempted to 
run what remained of the estate as a sporting 
venture but without much success. Once again 
there was little regard for the gardens. Following 
Lady Dorothy’s death in 1957, a bank trust was 
eventually set up and from 1963 the Trustees 
controlled the remaining lands of Balnagown.31 
In 1964 Francis De Moleyns died; his family    
continued to live in part of the castle, leaving the 
rest empty and decaying, with the gardens now a 
sad relict of their former glory. A contemporary 
photograph, Figure 9, shows the castle without 
the former backdrop of trees, suggesting that 
C.R. Fielder’s advice about thinning the trees  
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Figure 9: The dilapidated castle and the Aberdeen Angus 
herd in the former garden 1961. By kind permission of   
Balnagown Archive 

around the Italianate and riverside gardens had 
been followed. 
 
Renewal and Retrenchment 
 
A new lease of life was given to the castle and 
grounds when it was purchased by the Al Fayed 
family in 1972. Since then, elements of the     
earlier gardens have gradually been reinstated 
and new planting has been added: a shrub      
border, beds for heaths and conifers, together 
with further formal rose beds. The Walled      
Garden, including some of the original apple 
trees, has been brought back into production. It 
is maintained as a traditional kitchen garden, 
providing fruit, vegetables and decorative house 
plants for the castle. A curved bed for espaliered 
fruit, interspersed with flowering shrubs, was 
introduced in 2018 together with further fruit 
trees and a bed for wild flowers.32 The Italianate 
Garden and its pond underwent substantial    
restoration in 2020 when the drainage system 
was upgraded together with the walls of the 
pond and the island. A wild flower meadow has 
been introduced east of the King’s Bridge. Many 
of the estate workers’ cottages and estate    
properties have been converted into luxury   
holiday accommodation. 
 
Although the designed landscape and the        
gardens surrounding the castle today may not 
match their seventeenth and mid-nineteenth 
century hey-days, they have been brought back 
from neglect.  

Despite these improvements, the present impact 
of the covid-19 pandemic on the hospitality    
industry has resulted in loss of income and staff 
reduction, which, once again, threaten the   
maintenance and future of the gardens.  
 
The inclusion of Balnagown in the Inventory of 
Gardens and Designed Landscapes in 1987      
recognised the national significance of the site. 
While the entry credits the ‘outstanding’          
historical interest, ‘through the long associations 
with the lairds of Ross and the physical remains 
of the stages of development of the grounds…’,33 

it does not acknowledge the importance of 
Balnagown as a very early example of a formal, 
Scottish Historical Landscape, nor does it          
recognise the survival of some of the                
seventeenth century elements, including vistas, 
woodland and field boundaries. As fashion for a 
more naturalistic landscape took hold in the 
eighteenth century, the formal seventeenth   
century design gave way to parkland with      
sinuous driveways, shown on Brown’s estate 
map of 1808. The terraced Italianate Garden 
‘unequalled in the north’34 introduced new     
picturesque elements by the river and               
accentuated existing ones. New ownership in 
1972 halted the decline of the previous century 
and restoration of much of the nineteenth      
century design has been undertaken, with few 
changes to the layout. At present, the               
restoration programme has been paused and the 
garden, once again, has entered a period of     
retrenchment. 

Figure 10: The same view of the castle in 1997, showing 
partial restoration of the garden. By kind permission of  
Balnagown Archive. 
 

Anne Fenech 
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Landscape designer Thomas White (1739-1811) and his son Thomas (1764-1836), generally distinguished 

from each other by the sobriquets ‘senior’ and ‘junior’, had an important part to play in the process of   

enclosure and planting which resulted in the transformation of the Scottish rural landscape during the late 

eighteenth century and early nineteenth century.  

Yet, while Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown (1716-1783) and his successor Humphry Repton (1752-1818) feature 

prominently in books about the history of gardening and landscaping in Britain, the Whites are rarely  

mentioned.  

This article examines their legacy, and argues that the result of their extensive and long-lasting practice in 

Scotland deserves greater recognition. It also suggests that to criticise the Whites for their lack of         

originality, as some authors have done, is to misunderstand the true nature of the work which they carried 

out for many of their clients.  

Figure 1: Plan for the improvement of Easter Elchies by Thomas White Senior 1789, Canmore  Ref. P006861 National 
Record of the Historic Environment 

The Thomas Whites in Scotland: 
Time for a reassessment? 
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Background 
 
It was shortly after 1750 that Lancelot 
‘Capability’ Brown, having worked under the  
supervision of the pioneering landscape designer 
William Kent at Stowe in the 1740s, came to 
prominence as a landscape designer in his own 
right, having espoused a naturalistic style which 
saw the geometrical gardens and landscapes of 
the early eighteenth century replaced by broad 
sweeps of undulating parkland, embellished with 
belts, clumps and a scattering of standard trees. 
Yet Brown never crossed into Scotland, and it 
was left to others such as William Boutcher 
(d.1780) and Robert Robinson (1734-c.1782) to 
design landscapes in the Brownian style ‘founded 
on real and demonstrable principles’.1 Robinson, 
in particular, went on to draw up plans for more 
than a dozen Scottish estates in the 1760s, 
alongside less well-known competitors such as 
James Robertson (fl. 1750-1780) and James  
Abercrombie (fl.1760-1790). This was the world 
which Thomas White Senior entered in 1770 with 
his first Scottish commission at Douglas Castle in 
South Lanarkshire at the start of an association 
with the country which, with that of his son, was 
to last for half a century. 
 
Thomas White Senior’s career as a landscape 
designer had begun in the early 1760s under the 
supervision of Brown, for whom he is known to 
have worked as foreman, for example at Temple 
Newsam in North Yorkshire and at Sandbeck in 
South Yorkshire. By the end of the 1760s White 
had established his own practice based at       
Retford in Nottinghamshire, before purchasing 
land near Consett in County Durham where he 
began planting in 1773, and where he went on to 
build a house known as Woodlands Hall which 
became his and his family’s permanent residence 
some time after 1790. Having established his         
reputation as a landscape designer in England, 
and having worked in both England and Scotland 
from 1770 onwards, all of White’s commissions 
after 1787 came from north of the Border.     
During the 1790s White began to work in       
partnership with his son Thomas, who continued 
the practice for another ten years after his      
father’s death in 1811.  

There being no published biography of the 
Whites to compare with those of Lancelot Brown 
and Humphry Repton, we have Dr. Deborah 
Turnbull and her PhD thesis, submitted to the 
University of Hull in 1990, Thomas White (1739-
1811) Eighteenth Century Landscape Designer 
and Arboriculturist, to thank for much of what 
we know about their lives and careers.2 An      
account of many, but by no means all, of the 
Whites’ Scottish commissions is also to be found 
in Prof. A.A. Tait’s The Landscape Garden in   
Scotland 1735-1835 (1980).3 The only near     
contemporary accounts of their work are to be 
found in a short appendix to Sir Henry Steuart’s 
The Planters Guide (1828),4 and an even briefer 
mention in E. Mackenzie and  M. Ross’s An      
Historical, Topographical and Descriptive View of 
the County of Durham (1834).5  
 
The Business of Landscaping 
 
One only has to look at Roy’s Military Survey of 
Scotland of c.1750 (Military Survey) to see that 
the designed landscapes associated with most of 
Scotland’s large country houses in the mid    
eighteenth century were still broadly geometrical 
in character, dominated by axial avenues,       
radiating vistas, and rectilinear enclosures and 
plantations. Such was the case at Douglas Castle6 
where Thomas White Senior’s contract with 
Archibald Douglas involved the planting of 
around fifteen hundred acres with trees and the 
creation of a new and more naturalistic setting 
for the castle, beginning in 1770. The following 
year saw White giving advice to John Ninth Earl 
of Strathmore on new planting at Glamis Castle7 
in Angus. Thereafter, White can be seen to have 
travelled ever more widely  throughout lowland 
Scotland making annual  visits north of the     
Border, whether to see new clients or to revisit 
or to oversee existing projects. Although most of 
his clients were located in what we know today 
as Scotland’s Central Belt, commissions took him 
as far north as Gordon Castle,8 Figure 2, on the 
borders of Banffshire and Elginshire, which he 
visited on several occasions between 1786 and 
1792, and as far south as Bargany9 in Ayrshire in 
1802, as well as to estates in Fife, Berwickshire 
and East Lothian during the 1780s and 1790s.  
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Consequently it is possible to identify a number 
of those landscapes where their proposals were 
adopted more or less in full. Amongst these is 
Balbirnie10 in Fife, where the plan drawn up by 
Thomas White Junior in 1815 for the expansion 
of the existing park laid out by Robert Robinson 
thirty five years earlier was implemented     
alongside a remodelling of the mansion house 
for General Robert Balfour. At Dalmeny11 in   
Midlothian much of what was proposed by    
Thomas Junior in a plan of 1815 appears to have 
been carried out. While at Cairness,12 just south 
of Fraserburgh in Aberdeenshire House, much of  

Figure 3: Design for the improvement of the grounds about 
the present House of Bargany by Thomas White Junior 
1802, RHP 1725 (National Records of Scotland)  

It is clear from the number of the Whites’        
elegantly drawn watercolour plans, Figure 3, 
which have survived, either in public collections 
or in private ownership, that the preparation of 
such a plan was a significant part of the service 
which was offered to their clients.  

Figure 2: Gordon Castle, view from south-west – Engraving 
by R. Sands after T. Allom, from W. Beattie, Caledonia    
Illustrated, Vol.2, George Virtue, London and New York, ND 
(Author’s Collection).  

what Thomas Senior proposed in a plan prepared 
for Charles Gordon in 1793 would appear to have 
been put in place, save for the creation of a new 
lochan which would have been formed by the 
damming of the nearby Ellie Burn. 
 
In many cases the Whites’ proposals can be seen 
to have been implemented only in part, or hardly 
at all. This may be ascribed to the fact that the 
plans proved to be overambitious, and did not 
take account of their client’s reluctance to sweep 
away historical features, or their inability to 
meet the cost of the changes. Such was the case 
at Cullen House13 in Banffshire where only part 
of what Thomas Senior proposed in plans dated 
1788 and 1789 was carried out by James Seventh 
Earl of Findlater. 
 
Far to the south in Ayrshire two equally         
grandiose plans prepared by the Whites c.1800 
for the remodelling of Sir Hew Dalrymple       
Hamilton’s estate of Bargany, Figure 3, met with 
little success, while not far away at Blairquhan,14 
Sir David Hunter Blair failed to implement most 
of what was proposed in Thomas Senior’s plan of 
1802, though it looks as if he may have taken 
White’s advice on tree planting.  More unusually, 
execution of Thomas Senior’s plan of 1790 at 
Bamff ,15 near Alyth in Perthshire, was brought to 
an abrupt end by the death of its owner Sir 
George Ramsay in a duel arising from an incident 
outside the Theatre Royal in Edinburgh earlier 
that same year. Although a fee note submitted to 
the Fourth Duke of Gordon, Figure 4, tells us that 
Thomas Senior spent several days at Gordon  
Castle in the autumn of 1786, and drew up ‘a 
general design for the same’, this does not      
appear to have survived. 
 
In this case White’s proposal was evidently part 
of a much larger scheme which involved the   
relocation of the village of Fochabers, the        
realignment of roads, the building of a new eight 
acre walled garden on the site of the old village, 
and the creation of a new sweeping approach to 
the castle in a typically Brownian style.16  
 
While many of the Whites’ visits to Scottish    
estates to offer advice resulted in the          
preparation of one of their plans, it seems that 
this was not always the case. For example, we 
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Charles Moray at Abercairney21 in Perthshire  
involved the drawing of two separate plans in 
1791 and 1793, and continued through to 1798.  
 
One of Thomas Senior’s longest associations was 
that which he enjoyed with Sir Henry Steuart of     
Allanton which lasted for twenty years from 
1788 to 1808. Although no plan by White has 
been found, a survey plan of 1808 by John Leslie 
records the resulting landscape.22 

 
That said, it is clear that not all of the Whites’ 
contracts ended happily. The association         
between Thomas Senior and David Seventh     
Viscount Stormont at Scone Palace ended in   
acrimony, with White accused of having          
denuded the surrounding parks of the Murray 
family’s ancestral oaks. When John Claudius  
Loudon succeeded White a couple of decades 
later he was very critical of his predecessor’s 
work in his The Treatise on Scone, commenting 
on the ‘absurd plantations [which] here and 
there throughout the grounds disfigure and    
distort the whole place’.23 At Gordon Castle, too, 
what had begun as a friendly partnership        
between Thomas Senior and the Fourth Duke of 
Gordon came to an end when, according to   
Thomas Dick Lauder, White suggested that a new 
clump be planted on the same spot where the 
ground had been cleared of trees the previous 
year. Indeed, Lauder went on to disparage White 
as a ‘tastemonger’.24 A third vexatious case     
occurred at Bargany, where a one thousand acre 
planting contract between Thomas Junior and Sir 
Hew Hamilton Dalrymple ended in a lawsuit. 
 
Tree Planting and Agricultural Improvement 
 
The eighteenth century has often been          
characterised as the ‘age of improvement’ which 
saw Scotland’s rural landscape transformed by 
enclosure, tree planting and the introduction of 
new agricultural practices by landowners who 
were keen to increase the value and productivity 
of their estates. The nature and progress of that 
transformation can be traced by comparing the 
landscape recorded by the Military Survey with 
the so-called County Maps of the late eighteenth 
century and early nineteenth century, and by a 
reading of the County Agricultural Surveys    
commissioned Sir John Sinclair and published by  

have no evidence of  a plan having been          
prepared for Robert Graham’s estate of Fintry17 

near Dundee, which Thomas Senior visited in 
1782, or for Lord Panmure’s estate of Brechin 
Castle18 which Thomas Junior is known to have 
visited in 1820 at the end of his career. Another 
instance where there is no evidence of a plan 
having been prepared is Sir Charles and Lady 
Mary Ross’s estate of Bonnington in South      
Lanarkshire where inscriptions on an undated 
estate plan of c.1810 refer to ‘The Hill which 
looks so well from the house that Mr White 
thought something romantic shd be rais’d upon 
it’, ‘A steep precipice wh Mr W. proposed should 
be planted’, and mark a place ‘Where Mr White 
spent the greatest part of a day to get a road put 
through’.19  
 
There are several examples of the Whites’        
relationship with their clients lasting for a     
number of years. This was the case at Douglas 
Castle where Thomas Senior’s work extended 
over ten years, while at Glamis Castle it           
continued for up to three years. At Scone        
Palace20 in Perthshire, where Thomas Senior was 
employed by John Seventh Viscount Stormont, 
there is evidence that his involvement lasted 
from 1781 to 1787, while his engagement with   

Figure 4: Fee Note from Thomas White Senior for laying out 
the grounds about Gordon Castle 1786-1788, GD 44 - 
51/374/4/2-4 (National Records of Scotland) 
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the Board of Agriculture between 1793 and 
1816. 
 
There can be no denying the fact that the two 
Thomas Whites, father and son, currently occupy 
a lowly position in the pantheon of landscape 
designers who were working at the end of the 
eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth   
centuries. Whether during their own lifetimes, or 
in the more recent assessment of their     
achievement by Tait, the Whites have often been 
criticised for their unimaginative and formulaic 
approach to landscaping. Yet the large number 
and wide geographical spread of their Scottish 
commissions, and the fact that their practice 
lasted for half a century, suggests that many of 
the clients for whom they worked must have 
been content with the advice which they         
received and with the results achieved.  
Even Tait had to admit that the Whites ‘worked 
hard and travelled widely’ with the result that ‘it 
is easy to see [their] physical impact on the   
landscape’.  
 
It is surely significant, therefore, that in the title 
of her thesis, Turnbull describes Thomas Senior 
as an arboriculturist as well as a landscape      
designer. It is worth noting, too, that Sir Henry 
Steuart of Allanton, Figure 5, described White 
not only as ‘a superior and ingenious artist’, but 
also as ‘an excellent agriculturist, an ingenious 
mechanic and a planter of great skill’.  

the Society for the Encouragement of Arts, 
Manufactures and Commerce for his extensive 
and experimental tree planting. Not for nothing 
did White choose the name Woodlands Hall for 
his estate in County Durham.  
 
The desire among Whites’ clients for a swift    
return on their investment may explain Sir Henry 
Steuart’s reference in The Planter’s Guide to 
White’s predilection for ‘Fir and Larch, and other 
quick growers judiciously planted’, as             
demonstrated by the planting on his own estate 
in County Durham where ‘although he covered it 
with trees of every common species, yet he     
resolved that the larch and Scotch Fir … should 
form the staple of his woods’. A panegyric by the 
local curate John Hodgson in Poems Written in 
Lanchester (1807), entitled simply ‘Woodlands’, 
refers to ‘Clustering and dark the Caledonian fir 
… the lofty Spruce that on Norwegian hills 
throws his length’ning spears … [and] the larch, 
fair native of the towering heights’.26 At Glamis  
Castle, where the existing plantations had been 
badly damaged by storms in 1772, much use was 
made of quick growing conifers in their            
replanting. This is made clear in the New         
Statistical Account of Scotland for the  parish of 
Glamis, published in 1836, which describes large 
plantations ‘the greater proportion [being] of 
larch, spruce and Scotch Fir of seventy years and 
under’, presumably the product of Thomas 
White’s advice to the Earl.27 In the parish of    
Lanark, too, where the Whites were involved in 
tree planting on the estates of Bonnington and 
Lee Castle, the author of the New Statistical   
Account of Scotland described ‘several large 
plantations … consisting chiefly of Scotch, larch 
and spruce fir’.28   
 
Additional light is thrown on the owners’ interest 
in the commercial value of the new planting by 
the following passage from the Statistical        
Account for the parish of Dailly, published in 
1837, which described the estate of Bargany 
where the Whites had been involved, where ‘no 
less than 666½ acres have been planted in the 
last thirty years … the trees generally planted are 
oak, ash, plane and elm, with such proportion of 
Scotch, larch and spruce firs as fills the ground 
for an early crop. The felling of the Scotch and 
larch firs takes place at about fifteen years  

Figure 5: View in the park at Allanton House – Engraved 
frontispiece by W. Miller after W. Turner, from Sir H. Stew-
art, The Planter’s Guide, John Murray, Edinburgh and Lon-
don, 1828 (Author’s Collection)  

Nor should we forget the fact that between 1777 
and 1788 White was awarded no less than ten 
gold medals along with a single silver medal by  
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growth, to give room to the hardwood and 
spruce firs’.29   
 
The extensive tree planting undertaken by the 
Whites and others around the turn of the      
nineteenth century depended on there being a 
large and reliable supply of seeds and seedling 
trees. While a few estates were able to establish 
their own tree nurseries, most had to depend on 
local nurserymen for the supplies. Among     
nurserymen who benefited from the burgeoning 
demand for trees at the end of the eighteenth 
century, with whom the Whites are known to 
have worked, was George Brown who supplied 
trees for Gordon Castle and for Keith Hall near 
Inverurie in Aberdeenshire. Another important 
supplier to estates in North East Scotland was 
the nursery of William and Thomas Reid at Banff 
which grew from the business first established by 
Ben Reid in the mid-eighteenth century. The 
Reids are recorded as having supplied trees to 
the Duke of Gordon at Gordon Castle, to Miss 
Eliza Fraser at Castle Fraser, and to Charles 
Gordon at Cairness House, all of whom were  
clients of Thomas White.30 Further to the south, 
nurseries established by members of the Dickson 
family became major suppliers – indeed,        
Dickson’s of Hassendeanburn, near Hawick in the 
Scottish Borders, which grew from small          
beginnings in 1729, and which was even          
supplying trees to English estates, was described 
by the late John Harvey in his book Early       
Nurserymen (1974) as one of the most significant 
nurseries in the whole of Britain.31 Equally       
important was Messrs Dickson and Brown of 
Bridgend, just across the River Tay from Perth, 
founded in 1766 by James Dickson of               
Hassendeanburn, which supplied trees to Scone 
Palace and many other Perthshire estates.  
 
 As Thomas Hunter observed some years later in 
his book Woods Forests and Estates of Perthshire 
(1883) ‘It is undeniable that Perthshire is, to a 
very large extent, indebted to the Perth        
Nurseries for the splendid timber now existing in 
its woods and forests’.32 It is disappointing, 
therefore, that we are still waiting for in-depth 
research to be done into the history of the    
nursery trade in Scotland.  
 

Donibristle House, view from west - Engraving by E. Byrne 
after J.P. Neale, from Jones’ Views of the Seats, Mansions, 
Castle &c. of Noblemen and Gentlemen, Jones & Co.      
London, ND (Author’s Collection)  

Conclusion  
 
Given the fact that more than thirty designed 
landscapes where there is evidence of the 
Whites having been involved are included in   
Historic Environment Scotland’s Inventory of  
Gardens and Designed Landscapes in Scotland, 
established in 1987, it might be supposed that 
the site descriptions therein were based on  
careful documentary research and analysis of 
field evidence. However, as the authors of   
Chapter 3 in Volume 1 Summary Report33 make 
clear, the timescale allowed for the compilation 
of The Inventory of  Gardens and Designed   
Landscapes in Scotland ‘did not permit us to   
pursue any primary research of documentary 
evidence…We have therefore necessarily relied 
mainly on secondary sources of information’. 
This means that the average time allocated to 
compiling information on each of the sites was 
around one and a half days, backed up by a visit 
lasting less than half a day. Even where         
documentary evidence was known to exist, this 
was rarely seen or analysed. It is only thanks to 
the pioneering work undertaken by Tait, and the 
meticulous research carried out by Deborah 
Turnbull that we have some idea of the wealth of 
material which remains to be explored. 
 
Unfortunately, in-depth research into Scotland’s 
garden history more generally, and into the two 
Thomas Whites, continues to be hampered by a 
number of factors. For one thing, Scotland lacks 
an academic focus for research, so suffers from a 
scarcity of garden historians with a good    
knowledge of the subject able to direct studies.  
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 Nor is there the equivalent in Scotland of the 
English County Trusts which bring people with 
local knowledge together to gather information 
and stimulate research. Research into the Whites 
is further complicated by the fact that there are 
only a small number of their plans in the public 
domain, just four of which have been scanned so 
far so as to be readily available to researchers in 
digital form. At the time of writing just three of 
nine plans held by the National Records of    
Scotland are available digitally, with copying of 
the remainder restricted. Four of the Whites’ 
plans are held by the National Library of        
Scotland, though none of these are available   
digitally. The same is true for the single plan held 
by the National Trust for Scotland at Castle     
Fraser. Of some thirty or so other plans which 
are known to exist in private ownership, only 
that of Easter Elchies has been scanned and 
made available online by Historic Environment 
Scotland’s National Record of the Historic       
Environment, Figure 1. This leaves around 
twenty-five other sites where it has not been 
possible to  establish whether plans were        
produced, together with up to a dozen additional 
sites which will require further investigation to 
determine whether or not the Whites were    
involved. Incidentally, the fact that several plans 
have come to light since Turnbull completed her 
thesis in 1990 suggests that there may be more 
plans yet to be discovered. 
 
It should be apparent from the foregoing         
account of the Whites’ long and successful    
practice in Scotland that there is more which 
needs to be done to gauge the full extent of their 
impact on the Scottish landscape at the end of 
the eighteenth century and beginning of the 
nineteenth century.  
 
Rather than criticising the aesthetic quality of 
their plans, we would do well to try and gauge 
the impact which they had on the dramatic 
changes which were taking place in Scotland’s 
rural landscape around the turn of the           
nineteenth century through the process of      
enclosure, agricultural improvement and         
extensive tree planting. 
    

Here in Scotland in 2016 we celebrated the work 
of Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown on the             
three-hundredth anniversary of his birth in 1716, 
in spite of the fact that he never ventured north 
of the Scottish Border. This was followed two 
years later by a celebration of the career of  
Humphry Repton, marking the bicentenary of his 
death in 1818, during which we were able to 
draw attention to his one and only commission 
at Valleyfield in Fife for Sir Robert Preston. While 
it is difficult to find a suitable anniversary on 
which to pin a celebration of their achievement, 
the time has surely come for us to turn our     
attention to the remarkable achievements of 
Thomas White and his son Thomas, whose      
labours were spread across five decades from 
1770 to 1820, the results of which are still       
apparent in Scotland’s rural landscape to this 
day. 
 

Christopher Dingwall 

View in the park at Broomhall  – Engraved frontispiece by 
W. Miller after W. Turner, from Sir H. Stewart, The Planter’s 
Guide, John Murray, Edinburgh and London, 1828 (Author’s 
Collection) 
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List of Designed Landscapes 
 

The following is a list of all those designed landscapes in which it is known or thought likely that one or 
both of the Thomas Whites had some involvement. The listing includes :  
   
 The site name followed by the name of the historical county in which the landscape was located 

prior to recent boundary changes. This includes : Edinburghshire for Midlothian, Forfarshire for   
Angus, Haddingtonshire for East Lothian, Linlithgowshire for West Lothian .   

 The date or dates of the Whites’ involvement based on available evidence.  
 Where a plan or plans are known to exist, whether held privately or in a public collection, with the 

reference number where known. NRS / National Records of Scotland ; NLS / National Library of 
Scotland ;  SRA / Strathclyde Regional Archive : NRHE / National Record of the Historic Environment. 

 The letters IGDL to indicate that a site is included in An Inventory of Gardens and Designed        
Landscapes in  Scotland, together with the reference number allocated to it by Historic Environment 
Scotland.   

 
Abercairny (Perthshire) : 1790-1798 : Two plans held privately: IGDL 00002 
Airthrey Castle (Stirlingshire) : c.1790 : Not known : IGDL 00010. 
Auldbar (Forfarshire) : 1820 : Not known..  
Allanbank (Berwickshire) : 1782-1786 : Not known. 
Allanton (Lanarkshire) : 1788-1808 : Not known : IGDL 00012 (Removed).  
Ardoch (Perthshire) : 1792 & 1812-1816 : One plan held privately.  
Arniston (Edinburghshire) : 1791 : One plan held privately : IGDL 00029 
Balbirnie (Fife) : 1815 : One plan held by NRS Ref. RHP 24334 : IGDL 00034 
Balmakewan (Kincardineshire) : 1789-1793 : Not known 
Bamff (Perthshire) : 1790 : One plan held privately.  
Barcaldine (Argyllshire) : 1818-1819 : Not known. 
Bargany (Ayrshire) : 1802-1811 : Two plans, one held privately, one by NRS Ref. RHP 1725 : IGDL 00047 
Blair Drummond (Stirlingshire): 1788 : One plan held privately : IGDL 00060 
Blairquhan (Ayrshire) : 1803 : One plan held privately : IGDL 00063. 
Bothwell (Lanarkshire) : 1783 : Not known. 
Brechin Castle (Forfarshire) : 1820 : Not known.   
Buchanan (Stirlingshire) : 1787-1795. Not known. 
Cairness (Aberdeenshire) : 1793 : One plan held privately : IGDL 00397.  
Cameron House (Dumbartonshire) : 1819 : One plan held by NRS Ref. RHP 20113.  
Castle Fraser (Aberdeenshire) : 1792 : One plan held by NTS. 
Cauldham (Kincadineshire) – see Balmakewan. 
Champfleurie (Linlithgowshire) : 1792 : One plan held by NRS Ref. RHP 9170. 
Cullen (Banffshire) : 1789-1791 : Three plans, two held by NRS Ref. RHP 12876 and RHP 12877,  
location of third not known : IGDL 00121.  
Dalmeny (Linlithgowshire) : 1815 : One plan held privately : IGDL 00130. 
Donibristle (Fife) : c.1781 : Not known. 
Douglas (Lanarkshire) : 1770-1779 : One plan held privately.  
Drimmie House (Perthshire) – see Rossie Priory. 
Dudhope Castle (Forfarshire – Dundee) : 1782 : Not known. 
Dunninald (Forfarshire) : 1789 : One plan in private ownership : IGDL 00159. 
Duns (Berwickshire) : 1812 : One plan held by NRS Ref. RHP 14531: IGDL 00161. 
Easter Elchies (Elginshire) : 1789 : One plan held privately – copy online NRHE Canmore Ref. DP006861. 
Fintry (Forfarshire – Dundee) : 1782 : Not known. 
Fordell (Fife) : 1818 : One plan held by NRS Ref. RHP 3803 : IGDL 00182. 
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Gartur (Stirlingshire) : 1808 : Not known. 
Gask (Perthshire) : 1797 : Not known. 
Glamis Castle (Forfarshire) : One plan held privately : IGDL 00189 
Glasgow Green (Lanarkshire – Glasgow) : One plan held by SRA Ref. D.TC.13/652. 
Glencorse (Edinburghshire) : One plan held privately. 
Glencross (Edinburghshire)– see Glencorse. 
Gordon Castle (Banffshire & Elginshire) : 1786-1792 : Not known : IGDL 00198. 
Guynd, The (Forfarshire) : 1799 : Location of plan not known. : IGDL 00361 
Hamilton Palace (Lanarkshire) : 1813-1818 : Not known – correspondence only : IGDL 00207 (Removed). 
Harburn (Edinburghshire) : 1815 : Not known, though one plan may be held privately.  
Herdmanston (Haddingtonshire) : 1807 : One plan held by NLS Ref. MS 5460 2/Map Rol.a.103. 
Inverquharity (Forfarshire) : 1773 : One plan held privately.   
Kames Castle (Buteshire) : 1814 : Not known.  
Keir (Perthshire) : 1801 & 1811-1816 : Not known, though one plan may be held privately : IGDL 00231. 
Keith Hall (Aberdeenshire) : 1794 : Not known.  IGDL 00232. 
Kennet (Clackmannanshire) : 1803 : One plan held privately - copy held by NRS Ref. RHP 24822.  
Kinnaird (Forfarshire) : One plan held privately : IGDL 00245.  
Kippenross (Perthshire) : 1818 : Not known : IGDL 00248. . 
Lee Castle (Lanarkshire) : 1805 : One plan held by NLS Ref. MS 27642 / Map.Rol.b.16 : IGDL 00257. 
Lennoxlove (Haddingtonshire) : 1784 : One plan held privately : IGDL 00259 
Lethington (Haddingtonshire) – see Lennoxlove. 
Lindertis (Forfarshire) : 1812 : Not known – correspondence only . 
Mount Stuart (Buteshire) : 1814 : Not known : IGDL 00291 
Mountquhanie (Fife) : 1798: One plan held privately- copy held by NRS Ref. RHP 10206. 
Murdostoun (Lanarkshire) : 1811 : Original plan formerly held by NRS Ref. RHP14713 now transferred to 
SRA. Ref. TD1029. 
Nisbet (Berwickshire) : 1784 : Plan held by NLS Ref. MS.5460, 1/Map.Rol.e.008.  
Old Melrose (Roxburghshire) : 1809 : One plan held by NRS Ref. RHP 3656  
Panmure (Forfarshire) : 1820 : Not known – correspondence only. 
Pitfirrane (Fife) : 1801 : One plan held by NLS Ref. MS 6510 / Map.Rol.b.017. 
Polton (Edinburghshire) : 1791 : One plan held privately – copy held by NRS Ref. RHP 83429. 
Prestonhall (Edinburghshire) : 1794 : One plan held privately : IGDL 00320. 
Raith (Fife) : 1783-1784 : One plan held privately – copy held by NRS Ref. RHP 44084 : IGDL 00338.  
Rossdhu (Dumbartonshire) : Not known, though may be a plan held privately : IGDL 00323. 
Rossie Priory, formerly Drimmie House (Perthshire)  : 1781-1788 : Not known.: IGDL 00331. 
Scone Palace (Perthshire) : 1781-1787 : Scone Palace Muniments  Plan No.4 : IGDL 00338. 
Touch (Stirlingshire) : 1797-1800) : One Plan held privately – copy held by NRS Ref. RHP 3604. 
Wemyss (Fife) :1801-1807 : Not known : IGDL 00384.  
 
 
 
 
Sites requiring further research include Balmuto House (Fife), Bowhill (Selkirkshire), Brodick Castle 
(Ayrshire, Isle of Arran), Broomhall (Fife), Callendar Park (Stirlingshire), Dalkeith (Edinburghshire), and 
Darnaway (Elginshire).    
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Figure 1: View from NE across lower terrace, to central stair and south pavilion. Peter McGowan Associates/Addyman Archaeology. 

Context and Origins 
 
Created for Sir Alexander Seton of Pitmedden 
(1636-9 - 1719) and his wife Margaret Lauder, 
the terraced gardens of Pitmedden House,      
Aberdeenshire attract garden enthusiasts from 
across the world. Following acquisition by the 
National Trust for Scotland (NTS), substantial 
works in 1956-7 aimed to recover the               
seventeenth-century ambience of the formal 
walled gardens, consisting of two terraces       
adjacent to the house, linked by a great central 
stair and overlooked by two corner pavilions, 
Figure 1. As I write, the NTS is embarking on a 
redesign of the upper terrace, creating a     
twenty-first-century artwork inspired by late  
seventeenth-century forms. At this propitious 
time of new beginnings, therefore, it seems    
apposite to weave together the various strands 
of evidence which have emerged over the last 20 
years, greatly advancing our understanding of 
Alexander Seton’s original conception. Very little 
archival evidence appears to survive for           
Pitmedden Estate to shed detailed light on its 
seventeenth-century development, or indeed on 
subsequent modifications – even records of its  

rebirth in the 1950s are scanty. Lacking useful 
early estate papers and plans, our primary      
understanding of Alexander Seton’s house and 
policies must rely on the material evidence. Since 
the early 2000s, a variety of studies                 
commissioned by the NTS – alongside the odd 
chance discovery – have demonstrated just how 
much vital information is embedded within    
surviving buildings, underground remains and 
features in the wider landscape. Key among 
these are a historic landscape survey (HLS)      
undertaken by Peter McGowan Associates and 
Addyman Archaeology in 2005-6; standing   
building recording and excavations by Murray 
Archaeological Services, associated with          
development works in 2007, 2009 and 2015; and 
earth resistance and ground-penetrating radar 
(GPR) surveys conducted within the walled     
gardens by Rose Geophysical Consultants in 
2016.1 The results of these various investigations 
allow us to view Seton’s opus at a much finer 
resolution than previously possible, and to place 
it more firmly in its contemporary milieu: a     
cultured elite of aristocrats and high government 
officials fully conversant with architectural and 
horticultural innovations, exchanging ideas and     

Fitting the Jigsaw Pieces Together: 
Later Seventeenth Century Landscape Design at Pitmedden House, Aberdeenshire 
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This court of offices survives today almost       
entirely intact, while the north service range now 
forms part of the main house. The gate piers of 
the entrance court have also survived, relocated 
in the garden wall.  

personnel and expending considerable energy 
and funds in the elaboration of their country 
seats. 
 
Scottish garden design had long been integrated 
into European cultural developments in         
landscape philosophy, assisted by the Scottish   
nobility’s tendency to educate its sons on the 
Continent. Seton’s intensive development of his 
estate policies formed part of the post-
Restoration injection of new ideas and creativity 
into architectural and landscape design, as exiled 
supporters of Charles II and his father returned 
from France and the Netherlands, and families 
who had remained loyal at home received their 
reward in gifts of land, titles and patronage. John 
Seton of Pitmedden had died in battle in 1639, 
leading a Royalist detachment. His sons James 
and Alexander became wards of their kinsman 
George, Lord Seton, 3rd Earl of Winton, who had 
rebuilt Winton Castle in the 1620s with        
elaborate, adjacent terraced gardens. Trained as 
a lawyer, Alexander Seton enjoyed considerable 
career success from the start – so much so that 
he was able to repay the enormous debts        
incurred by his father on his estate, thereby  
gaining possession of Pitmedden in 1658. In 1669 
– by which time he had been created a Baron of 
Nova Scotia by Charles II – Seton married       
Margaret Lauder, the daughter of a prominent 
Edinburgh advocate.  
 
Our only dating evidence for Seton’s major works 
at Pitmedden is the inscribed lintel over the    
entrance to the walled gardens: ‘fundat 2 May 
1675’. Encompassing extensive policies and the 
house itself, the scale of the programme is such 
that we can envisage the passage of some years 
to see it brought to completion – perhaps a    
decade.  With his wife’s dowry of 2000 merks 
enhancing the family coffers, it seems              
reasonable to infer inception in the early to mid 
1670s. 
 
Pitmedden House 
 
Pitmedden House is a largely mid nineteenth-
century construction. As reported in various  
contemporary newspapers and a family memoir, 
that part of Pitmedden House called ‘the New 
House’ burnt down in 1807; in about 1860 a  

large part of the rest was demolished in advance 
of a rebuilding project.2 But a reasonably         
detailed picture of the late seventeenth-century           
residence emerges from analysis of the structural 
evidence of the present buildings alongside a 
sketch of the abandoned ruins in 1839, Figure 2, 
with archaeological remains below ground filling 
in the gaps. 

Figure 2: The ruins of Pitmedden House in 1839, by an     
unknown artist. Reproduced by kind permission of the   
National Trust for Scotland, Pitmedden. 

The main buildings visible in the sketch, usefully 
reconstructed by J.S. Richardson, Figure 3, are 
two service ranges. That to the south appears to 
be of composite date, probably of the sixteenth 

to early seventeenth centuries. The north range, 
with an unusual hipped roof and surviving       
evidence for a kitchen, is a late seventeenth-
century construction, as is the adjoining service 
court with stables and possible gardener’s house 
just visible beyond.  

Figure 3: Reconstruction drawing of Pitmedden House     
before the fire of 1807, by J. S. Richardson, 1962.             
Reproduced by kind permission of the National Trust for 
Scotland, Pitmedden. 
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As depicted on many estate plans and paintings 
of the period, this courtyard would have been 
very simply laid out in grass plats, with a central 
walk leading up to the main house. In his Scots 
Gard’ner of 1683, John Reid recommended a 
paved or brick walk (presumably to avoid the 
problem of gravel being carried into the house 
on the feet) and a border of shrubs around the 

courtyard perimeter.3 

 
Archaeological investigations and geophysical 
survey have recovered potential structural      
remains and associated demolition layers of the 
vanished south range (immediately south of the 
present house) and an adjacent service court, 
Figure 4.4 The range of buildings forming this 
courtyard’s southern boundary does not appear 
in the post-fire sketch, either standing just      
outside the frame of the drawing, or removed in 
an earlier remodelling. The collapsed remains of 
the main house cannot be seen either, hidden as 
they are behind the south range – or perhaps 
entirely demolished by this time.  

Figure 4: Plan of Pitmedden House and gardens in the 1670s.  T. Addyman/S. M. Fraser. 

Its position is indicated by a terrace on a north-
south axis, measuring about 131 x 69 feet (40 x 
21m). In 1956 a low retaining wall of mortared 
stone defining its north, east and south sides was 
discovered within a later turf bank and             
reconstructed. Archaeological supervision of  
service trenches in this area confirmed that the 
natural surface had been scarped to create a 
level platform; slight traces of burning on its   
surface are probably associated with the fire of 

1807.5 Subsequent demolition seems to have 
been very thorough. 

 
Unless some hitherto unknown drawing         
eventually comes to light, we will never know 
exactly what Seton’s house looked like. It is    
possible, though, to put forward some ideas 
based on the limited evidence available. In his 
family memoir, David Seton referred to the  
probable sixteenth-/early seventeenth-century 
south range as ‘the old house of Pitmedden’, 
whereas he noted that the main casualty of the 
fire in 1807 – the principal range – was called 
‘the New House’.6  This suggests that Seton’s   
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Some hedges are being removed in the current  
redesign, which will at least mean more of the 
sweep of the terrace will be visible when     
standing within the garden. Happily, the         
geophysical surveys of 2016 transform our      
understanding of Seton’s original conception, 
revealing for the first time the base design   
structure within which the decorative elements 
would have been set. There are, of course,      
uncertainties in the following interpretation, due 
to the extent of later disturbance and           
modification in some areas, and the gaps where 
geophysical investigation was not possible, but a 
much clearer image of the seventeenth-century 
garden emerges, Figure 4. 
 
A fountain formed the centre-point of the       
design. This had been removed by the mid    
nineteenth-century, but construction works in 
the 1950s for the present fountain revealed the 
site of the original. Some of its constituent parts 
probably survive: the fluted basin (which now 
forms part of a new fountain on the lower       
terrace), and a plinth with four water spouts in 
the form of grotesque faces, built into the        
reinstated fountain. The earth resistance survey   
suggests the existence of a perimeter walk some 
16½ feet wide (5m) running along the eastern 
and southern walls and bounding the western 
side of the southernmost area. It is possible that 
there was a full perimeter circuit but that       
subsequent disturbance has removed material 
traces. 
 
 

construction project incorporated part of the 
earlier house as a service range, while the main 
house may have been largely reworked, or built 
de novo in the 1670s-80s. With the service 
ranges framing the front elevation, the available 
space on the house terrace would allow for a 
building of roughly 95 x 56 feet (29 x 17m).  Tom 
Addyman has proposed possible parallels with 
compact Palladian mansions such as Dunkeld 
House (circa 1676-84) and Moncrieffe House 
(completed 1679) in Perthshire, both to designs 
by Sir William Bruce of Kinross.7 The former,     
occupying a footprint of about 91 x 75 feet (28 x 
23m), certainly compares well in scale. 
 
The gardens: upper terrace 
 
The garden front of Seton’s house faced east, 
overlooking elegant, terraced gardens, the whole 
ensemble representing an aesthetic tour de 
force. It is probable that a centrally placed door 
with a short set of steps allowed access onto the 
upper terrace from one of the state rooms. In 
accordance with influential French garden design 
theory, elaborate parterres would have been 
located in the area immediately next to the 
house. It is very difficult today to gain an         
impression of this dramatic relationship between 
the house and the upper terrace, with the view 
from the windows framed by twin pavilions at 
the terrace corners. This is partly because one 
can only look out over the terrace from the 
ground, rather than the raised viewpoint of the 
house interior. But the main difficulty lies in the 
fact that there is now no unimpeded view across 
the garden – sightlines are greatly restricted by 
two enormous yews near the house platform, 
and by hedges and screens of pleached trees 
which divide the terrace up into a series of      
garden ‘rooms’, Figure 5. This is wildly at odds 
with the principles propounded by designers 
such as André Mollet, royal gardener in France, 
England, Sweden and the Netherlands, who 
noted in Le Jardin de Plaisir: ‘first of all …, all 
Ground-works ought to be framed as near as 
possible may be to the House, that they may be 
perfectly seen from the Windows, without the 
obstacle which might be caused by Trees,        

Palissado’s, or any other high Work’.8 

 

 

Figure 5: View from the SE corner of the house platform, 
looking SE across the upper terrace, with S pavilion in the 
background. Peter McGowan Associates/Addyman         
Archaeology. 
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The principal walk lay on a north-south axis. Its 
central section consisted of two parallel paths 5  
feet wide (1.5m), probably gravelled, separated 
by a gap of about 6½ feet (2m). It is not clear  
exactly how far this walk extended due to gaps in 
the survey, and it is possible that the northern 
and southern ends were entirely of turf. A series 
of east-west cross paths approximately 10 feet 
wide (3m) appear to have divided the space into 
regular compartments, within which the          
parterres would have lain. Interestingly, the 
earth resistance survey did not reveal a central, 
east-west axial path leading from Pitmedden 
House to the fountain, and thence to the great 
stair to the lower terrace. It may be that the 
omission of a path in this position stemmed from 
a desire to emphasise the primary axis, parallel 
to the house front, as advocated by Mollet.  
However, given that there was a central, east-
west path here throughout the second half of 
the nineteenth century, despite no trace of it 
appearing in the geophysical plot, I think it is 
more likely that such an alignment did in fact 
form part of the original design. It may have 
taken the form of a grass walk or, if of gravel, 
been entirely obliterated by the intensive ground 
disturbance of the 1950s reconstruction works in 
this area. The most likely interpretations of the 
design of the terrace are therefore twofold: eight 
plots 42½ feet square (13m) in the central area, 
with at each end either (a) four rectangular    
compartments about 98 ½ x 42½ feet (30m x 
13m) or (b) two large, roughly square             
compartments.  

 
The existence of a central, east-west walk would 
certainly make aesthetic sense, leading up to the 
imposing central gateway at the head of the 
great stair. The HLS authors were unable to come 
to a firm conclusion as to whether a planned  
axial vista had extended into the landscape along 
this centre-line, largely due to the difficulties of 
visual assessment in a landscape substantially 
different from that of the 1670s. They note the 
termination of the alignment on the low rise of 
Cairn Hill on the eastern horizon, some 2.75km 
distant and that, although it is unclear whether a 
prehistoric cairn once sat upon this summit, 
Roy’s Military Survey depicts a clump of trees 
upon it which would have enhanced its visibility 
– an effect which can still be appreciated today, 
Figure 6.9  

 

Aligning axial views on natural features or       
objects of historic interest was a particular    
Scottish predilection, two of the earliest          
instances of which being Sir William Bruce’s 
alignments on the Bass Rock at his house of    
Balcaskie (1668-74), and on Lochleven Castle, 
seen from Kinross House (early 1680s). In the 
case of Pitmedden, a closer parallel might be the 
Earl of Mar’s 1723 design for the gardens at 
House of Dun, Angus, in which a central linear 
walk and tree-lined canal were aligned on a large 
prehistoric mound on the summit of Maryton 
Law, seen across the Montrose basin.10 Mar’s 
proposals were only partially executed, but     
included planting trees on the mound to          
enhance its silhouette. Cairn Hill lay within the 
Pitmedden Estate, so it is certainly possible that 
Alexander Seton planted it up as an eye-catcher, 
framed between the tall piers of the stair gate 
when viewed from the house and upper terrace. 
From the upper floors of the house it may also 
have been possible to see the central walk of the 
lower terrace garden, lending the alignment   
further emphasis. 
 
Perhaps the most extraordinary aspect of the 
upper terrace is the double form of its principal 
walk. Parallels are rare – I have not yet come 
across British examples. In the early eighteenth- 
century gardens of the Belvedere Palaces in    
Vienna designed by Dominique Girard – a pupil 
of the great landscape architect André Le Nôtre – 
long, narrow turf beds punctuated by topiary run 
alongside rectangular parterres de broderie and 
parterres de gazon to form a broad, tripartite 
gravel walk. That similar arrangements were  

Figure 6: View E from the centre of the upper terrace,    
towards Cairn Hill.  Peter McGowan Associates/Addyman 
Archaeology. 
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Figure 7: The gardens at Zorgvliet, The Hague, in the early eighteenth century.  J. vande Avelen/N. Visscher.  ©The British Library 
Board: Maps.C.9.e.7.(74). 

known in England is suggested by the double  
axial walks with central turf and topiary beds  
pictured in one of the early eighteenth-century 
wall hangings from Stoke Edith, Herefordshire, 
which run parallel to the principle walk in a     
terraced, balustrade parterre.11 Stoke Edith’s 
gardens were developed from 1692 onwards, but 
it is not known whether the embroideries       
represent ‘portraits’ of the place or simply  
imaginary gardens. The closest comparator I 
have so far found lies in the gardens of Hans  
Willem Bentinck’s house at Zorgvliet, in the 
Hague. A favourite of William III and his           
supervisor of gardens in Holland – and later,  
England – Bentinck acquired Zorgvliet in 1674 
and greatly enlarged its gardens to his own     
design. An image published in 1700 shows       

parterres near the house, framed by axial walks 
formed of double gravel paths with a strip of turf 
running down the middle, Figure 7. It is clear that 
the gravel/turf combination was treated as a  
single entity, as groups of people can be seen 
strolling along both surfaces.12  
 
Two other garden elements occupy this upper 
level. The first is a narrow, eastwards extension 
of the terrace. Stretching the length of the 
walled garden, it forms a long, south-facing walk 
from which to look down upon the lower garden, 
and to appreciate the elegant architectural     
ensemble of paired pavilions and central stair. In 
the seventeenth century the backdrop would of 
course have been the garden front of Pitmedden 
House. 
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presence of a small, nearly square building in the 
northwest corner of Pitmedden’s putative     
bowling green, at the end of the range of     
courtyard  buildings. Only excavation has the  
potential to confirm the hypothesis, but it is just 
possible that this represents a pavilion with an 
entrance on the bowling green side of the court, 
from which to partake of refreshment and view 
the game. Pitmedden’s two extant pavilions,  
providing views over both upper and lower     

terraces, were clearly of a luxurious nature.13 
Originally lined with panelling, their upper rooms 
were provided with fireplaces and cupboards, 
while food  preparation may well have been   
carried out in the lower rooms. The basement of 
a later seventeenth-century pavilion overlooking 
the bowling green at Lisburn Castle, Co. Antrim    

contained no less than four ovens.14
 

 

The gardens’ dramatic impact derives from the 
great architectural set piece linking the upper 
and lower terraces, formed by the corner        
pavilions and the central stair with its tall gate 
piers flanked by balustrades at the upper level, 
and its wall fountain at the lower, Figure 9.  

Figure 8: View of Hatton House gardens in the later                          
seventeenth century (misidentified as Argile House).             
J. Slezer, Theatrum Scotiae, 1719 edition.  Reproduced with 
the permission of the National Library of Scotland. 

The similarity to Hatton’s terraced gardens is 
marked, but the inclusion of the central stair, 
lacking at Hatton, links the levels with far greater 
aesthetic accomplishment. The same could be 
said when comparing the combination of corner 
pavilion and great central stair leading from the 
bowling green at Lisburn Castle to the terrace 
(late 1660s) which, without the symmetry of two   
pavilions, does not carry quite the same visual 
‘punch’. 

Figure 9: The central stair.  Peter McGowan Associates/
Addyman Archaeology. 

The geophysical survey has opened up some  
interesting possibilities for the final element: an 
area adjacent to the vanished service court 
measuring 141 x 111½ feet (43 x 34m). The main 
– perhaps only – original, external entrance to 
the gardens opens into this space. It would have 
been a more public entrance than that available 
to the family and to guests, who would normally 
gain access through the house. In geophysical 
terms, this area is very ‘quiet’, with little          
evidence of underground anomalies. It appears 
to be surrounded on three sides by a perimeter 
walk 16½ feet wide (5m), the fourth side (north) 
being bounded by the courtyard wall. This is, I 
think, a bowling green. Later seventeenth/early 
eighteenth-century greens varied tremendously 
in size – from the enormous examples at 
Dunkeld House (circa 197 x 210 feet; 60 x 64m) 
and Glamis Castle, Angus (197 feet square; 60m), 
to that at Cowane’s Hospital, Stirling, measuring 
111½ x 90 feet (34 x 27m). 
 
In its position relative to the house, this space at 
Pitmedden compares well with what appears to 
be a bowling green about 110 feet square 
(33.5m), depicted on John Slezer’s 1690s drawing 
of the gardens of Hatton House, Midlothian,     
Figure 8.  

Created in the 1660s-70s by Charles Maitland 
(later Earl of Lauderdale), this is by far the closest 
parallel to Pitmedden’s complex of gardens. A 
garden pavilion lies at the corner of Hatton’s 
green. The geophysical survey hints at the  



29 

 

Tom Addyman’s consideration of the specific 
details of this architectural ensemble indicates 
that we may catch a glimpse of the craftsmen 
responsible for its creation – and by implication, 
potentially, for all of Seton’s work at                  
Pitmedden.15 The lintels above the pavilions’ 
lower entrances have an unusual flat ogee form, 
found at only a few other high status Scottish 
sites associated with the architect John Mylne 
(1611-67) and his nephew Robert (1633-1710), 
both Master Masons to the Crown. This detail is 
found in a garden entrance at Hatton House.  
Additionally, certain idiosyncratic details of the 
heavily-rusticated window surrounds on Hatton’s 
pavilions are identical to those at Pitmedden – 
an architectural oddity which Addyman sees as 
indicating the same hand. The stair provides   
further clues: the profile of the balusters and 
coping stones, and the specific detail of the stair        
nosings, all find parallels in the principal stair of 
the State Apartment at Holyrood House,          
supervised by Robert Mylne, while other       
comparators are similarly associated with Mylne         

Figure 10:  Earth resistance survey of the house platform, upper and lower terraces.  Blank areas were unavailable for survey due 
to the presence of parterres, trees and hedges.  Darker shading represents areas of high resistance to electrical currents, such as 
building foundations and demolition spreads, hard-surfaced paths and stone-built drains.  Light diagonal lines running across the 
upper terrace represent modern services.  Rose Geophysical Consultants. 

or his son-in-law, James Smith (c.1644-1731). It is 
very likely, then, that Robert Mylne was           
responsible for works at Pitmedden. If             
construction extended beyond 1675, Smith may 
also have been involved.16 
 
The gardens: lower terrace 
 
The lower garden has undergone several          
iterations over the past 350 years. The Ordnance 
Survey map of 1867 shows the area divided into 
eight compartments.  By 1899, the pattern had 
been greatly simplified, leaving just two         
compartments created by a central, east-west 
walk and surrounding perimeter walk, with a 
spur leading off to the original vehicle entrance 
in the south garden wall – features that can be 
seen today as raised areas in the lawns, and 
which in 1867 were wider than the rest. The   
geophysical survey produced interesting results, 
in that this latter layout shows up very clearly, 
with almost no trace of the rest of the paths,  
Figure 10. The geophysicist Susan Ovenden  
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A 1695 plan for an orchard at Kinnaird Castle, 
Angus for example has a complex design         
contained within a quadripartite framework, in 
which, apart from one gravelled central walk, all 
the paths are of grass.19 Interestingly, evergreens 
including yew and holly were included as      
punctuation points in this orchard plan – the one 
possible horticultural  survivor of Seton’s original 
garden is a yew, growing in the northeast corner 
of the lower garden. Early twentieth-century 
photographs show large, topiary yews near the 
foot of the great stair, while the 1867 OS map 
indicates some trees lining the perimeter walk – 
one wonders whether these too were remnants 
of the seventeenth-century design. 
 
The central fountain in the present garden is a 
creation of the 1950s. Alongside the basin two 
fluted urns incorporated within it belong to    
Pitmedden; their original location is unknown, 
but they may also have formed part of the upper 
terrace fountain. The construction works         
revealed no evidence of an earlier fountain, and 

Figure 11: The sundial in its current position in the SE quadrant of the lower terrace.  Peter McGowan Associates/Addyman       
Archaeology. 

suggested that the strong, high-resistance       
response may be produced by the layering of 
path material over the centuries, and thus may 
represent features extant in the seventeenth 

century.17 It is possible, therefore, that the eight-
compartment pattern is in fact an intermediate 
development, the late nineteenth-century layout 
effectively returning to the hard framework of 
Seton’s original design. 
 
In the context of the spatial layout of other late 
seventeenth-century Scottish gardens,             
Pitmedden’s lower terrace may well have       
contained an orchard. A rather amorphous     
pattern of roughly linear anomalies on a north-
south axis visible on the earth resistance survey 
may be due to heavy working of the soil during 
use as a market garden in the twentieth century, 
but would also be consistent with orchard     
plantation.18 Orchards could be laid out in   
elaborate designs, thus providing an attractive 
view when seen from above, but much of the 
framework might be soft landscaping.   
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it is unclear whether a central feature ever     
figured in this lower garden. As the HLS authors 
point out, a good candidate would be the      
multi-faceted sundial which was placed in one of 
the lower terrace parterres circa 1958, Figure 11.  
From at least 1867 this stood on the west lawn, 
in front of the house. It is certainly possible that 
the sundial was moved to this location in the 
eighteenth or nineteenth century. However, 
given that the lower garden continued in formal 
use throughout this period, the rationale behind 
such a move is unclear. Possibly because they are 
a little complicated to set up correctly, sundials 
are often left where they are, despite the 
grounds being reworked around them. For      
example, when the early seventeenth-century 
garden at Castle Fraser, Aberdeenshire was     
dismantled in the 1790s, its sundial remained in 
place, rather incongruously marooned in a vast 
lawn.  
 
The sundial, therefore, may always have stood 
outside the entrance court, on the principal east-
west axis. In Seton’s time the public road ran on 
a north-south line, very close to Pitmedden’s 
courtyard walls.20  

It may have run between the house and the   
sundial, or it may have deviated slightly around 
an additional, outer court enclosing the sundial. 
Of similar design and scale to that at Pitmedden, 
a sundial depicted by Slezer at Dalkeith House, 
Midlothian is surrounded by railings within an 
outer court, entered from the main road to 
Dalkeith village. 
 
The wider policies 
 
A revelation of the HLS was the late seventeenth-
century structural framework of the designed 
landscape forming the policies. A complex of  
rectilinear, walled enclosures covers an area of 
about 150 acres (61 ha), comprising a             
symmetrical layout as far as permitted by the 
route of a contemporary, east-west road just 
north of the house and, perhaps, the boundaries 
of the estate to the northwest, Figure 12.         
Drystone walls surviving to full height are 6 feet 
high (1.8m) with a slightly tapered profile. In 
some places they are very much reduced, but 
their basal courses of substantial boulders can be 
traced running through the landscape.      

Figure 12: Pitmedden Estate designed landscape in the 1670s-80s, with the terraced gardens at its heart.  T. Addyman. 
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That many of these walls continue in active     
service nearly 350 years on is a testament to 
their exceptional quality. In contrast to the field 
gatherings used for later dykes on the estate, 
they were built of quarried granite blocks,       
extremely tightly jointed and neatly pinned to 
produce a markedly uniform surface. It is likely 
that trees were planted along many if not all of 
them. The 1867 Ordnance Survey reveals both 
intact and intermittent, probably relict, lines of 
trees following this original framework, while 
stumps still extant along one stretch of early wall 
could well be of late seventeenth- or early   

eighteenth-century origin.21 
 
Seton’s formalisation of the wider landscape fits 
well with the pattern of estates redeveloped by 
his peers in the later seventeenth century such 
as Balcaskie and Leslie in Fife. All have a strongly 
symmetrical layout, as depicted not long after 
their completion on the maps of John Adair. At 
Lethington, East Lothian, the Duke of         
Lauderdale’s construction of a walled demesne 
with various compartments was carried out    
during the years 1674-7.Like these, Pitmedden’s 
large enclosures would have provided for arable 
cultivation, grazing for cattle and horses,       
plantations and parkland. 
 
There are various possibilities for the functions 
of two smaller enclosures nearer the house,   
suggested by comparison with surviving plans of 
other, contemporary Scottish policies and      
treatises on estate improvement like those of 

John Reid and John Smith.22 That on a lower   
terrace east of the walled garden (of which all 
trace of an eastern wall has vanished) may have 
been a formal garden component, enclosing 
bosquets. But given the lack of definitive         
evidence for an original, central opening in the 
lower garden wall— which would allow for        
continued progression into this space along the 
main east-west axis— other functions such as 
cherry garden, kitchen garden or nursery might 

be proposed.23 These latter functions might also 
be applied to the enclosure south of the lower 
garden, connected by the vehicle entrance in the 
garden’s southeast corner. 
 
This area immediately south and east of the 
walled garden does have a service feel, with a  

causeway running alongside the eastern garden 
wall, and a number of adjacent water channels 
probably forming part of the seventeenth-

century layout.24 A water-powered mill, now  
demolished, once abutted the northeast corner 
of the garden enclosure. Recent analysis suggests 
that the recess for a shaft of the mill machinery, 
visible on the exterior face of the garden wall, 
could well be of eighteenth-century date, but it is 
not clear whether a mill in this location was    
incorporated into Seton’s design from the       

beginning.25 

 
Sources Comparators Designers 
 
Created only a few years before the gardens at 
Pitmedden were begun, the gardens at Hatton 
House must surely have provided their             

immediate architectural inspiration.26 The     
structural composition is remarkably similar and, 
as we have seen, the same architect-masons 
were probably responsible for both construction 
projects. The design elements at Pitmedden also 
parallel Hatton’s in many respects. One is the 
multiple-compartment parterre with central   
circular fountain on the upper terrace              
contrasting with the simpler, larger-scale layout 
of the lower terrace. Another is the location of a 
small bowling green and possible garden pavilion 
adjacent to the house. The circles of influence 
are multiple and interconnected, since Scotland’s 
nobility and gentry comprised a relatively small 
number of families. Alexander Seton was related 
to Charles Maitland of Hatton, and it is just    
possible that their wives, both Lauders, were 
kinswomen. Both men served as Lords of Session 
in the 1670s-80s. Charles Maitland’s brother, the 
Duke of Lauderdale, was the most powerful    
patron in the country. Owing various official   
appointments to the duke, William Bruce         
collaborated with Robert Mylne on a number of 
commissions for Lauderdale, in addition to their 
royal and public works. Bruce also advised a large 
number of friends and relations on building and 
garden  projects. 

 
A Bruce connection has been mooted since the 
1970s, particularly with regard to great houses in 
Normandy which he may have visited, such as 

the Chateau de Brécy.27 Addyman notes the  
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similarity between the gardens at Brécy and   
Pitmedden in terms of scale, terracing,           
compartmentalisation, and details such as the 
relationship between gate piers and balustrades 
on the principal axis.28 The newly-emerged detail 
of the design of Pitmedden’s terraces further 
strengthens the hypothesis: the similarity        
between Bruce’s setting for his own house at 
Kinross, developed from 1679 and depicted on a 
plan of 1685, is striking. Here, the eastern,      
garden front gives onto a large parterre of 
twelve plots with a central fountain and a great 
stair leads down to the lower garden, planted 

with orchards in four large compartments.29 
Seton, Maitland and Bruce inhabited the same 
social, cultural and political milieu, and it is     
certainly possible that Bruce assisted with plans 
for embellishing their country seats at Hatton 
and Pitmedden.  

 
In the past, there has perhaps been an            
over-emphasis on seeking direct French           
influence for Pitmedden.  

 
 
 

Certainly, while there are broad similarities with 
some contemporary terraced gardens in France 
and England, the gardens at Hatton and           

Pitmedden have very few close comparators.30  
 

As in earlier periods, French, Dutch or Italian 
models were not simply transplanted into     
Scottish landscapes. Rather, new design           
dynamics were being developed within a wider 
European movement – a good example being 
John Reid’s Scots Gard’ner, which does not     
simply translate French design philosophy for 
Scottish conditions, but reflects the development 
of distinctive traditions. 
 
What is yet to be established is how much of the 
vision was Charles Maitland’s and Alexander 
Seton’s – or, indeed, Elizabeth and Margaret 

Lauders’.30 We can only hope that hitherto     
unknown estate archives will emerge in the    
future, to fit together more pieces of the jigsaw 
puzzle.  
 

Shannon M. Fraser 
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as well as one on ‘Roads, Bridges and Designed  
Landscapes on the Highland Circuit’ by          
Christopher Dingwall, our Vice Chair, who also 
contributed one of the chapters to the book. 
 
The editors set the scene in their introduction, 
thereafter the book is divided into four sections 
that comprise a number of essays by eminent 
academic contributors which can be read in    
sequence or dipped into, subject to the reader’s 
interest. 
 
The four sections cover; The Theatre of War,  
Antiquities and Natural History, Custom and   
Improvement and a final section which includes  

Old Ways New Roads: Travels in Scotland 1720-
1832 was published as a companion to the 
Hunterian’s major exhibition, of the same title, 
which was originally scheduled for August to   
November 2020 but was postponed due to 
Covid. The exhibition is in the process of being 
moved online and should be available to view by 
the end of this year (2021). In the meantime, a 
series of video talks by contributors to the book 
can be accessed via the Hunterian website:  
https://www.gla.ac.uk/hunterian/visit/
exhibitions/virtualexhibitions/oldwaysnewroads/ 
 
The subjects of the talks include mapping, music, 
travel diaries, landscape painting and sketching,  

Book Review 

Landscape with Tourists Loch Katrine by John Knox between 1815 and 1820 by kind permission Birlinn Ltd. 

Old Ways New Roads: Travels in Scotland 1720-1832  
John Bonehill, Anne Dulau Beveridge & Nigel Leask (eds.) 
230 pp. Birlinn 2021 

https://www.gla.ac.uk/hunterian/visit/exhibitions/virtualexhibitions/oldwaysnewroads/
https://www.gla.ac.uk/hunterian/visit/exhibitions/virtualexhibitions/oldwaysnewroads/
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essays on ‘Picturesque Prospects and Literary     
Landscapes’, ‘Portable Knick-Knacks…’, 
‘Panoramas and Landscapes’ and ‘Picturesque 
tours of Wales and Ireland’. 
 
The ‘Bonnie Scotland’ that tourists acclaim in our 
own day was thought to be ugly and depressing 
by the early visitors who came to inspect the 
country, usually with disapproval, in the first  
century or so of the Union. 
 
At the outset, few thought to record their visual 
impressions of this gigantic midden, as they 
found it to be. But the new United Kingdom   
demanded accurate images and maps, and in the 
course of time it occurred to the professionals 
producing these that perhaps the whole place 
was not so bad after all – rough and wet, to be 
sure, but picturesque all the same. 
 
Graphic art also underwent rapid change.    
Painting in early modern Europe still drew much 
of its inspiration from classical models, with   
idealised landscapes populated by people in 
robes hanging about outside temples. Only 
gradually did real human beings and natural 
scenes come to figure in art. 
 
These cultural forces worked themselves out in 
various ways in different places. But for Scotland 
in particular they had a decisive effect. In the 
early eighteenth century, artists scarcely       
bothered with this remote and forbidding land. 
But a native school at length developed, helped 
by the demand for illustrations of romantic    
novels, and by the time the Victorian era dawned 
this school was one of the most fashionable in 
Britain and Europe. 
 
The central genre was the portrait, as shaped by 
Allan Ramsay, Alexander Nasmyth, David Wilkie 
and Henry Raeburn. But their works would not 
have attained so recognisably national a        
character without their backgrounds, especially 
their scenic backgrounds, to evoke the land of  
the mountain and the flood. And a strong        
tradition had developed, from soon after the 
Union, of bringing out the most dramatic or    
picturesque aspects of the Highland scenery. This 
artistic development is the subject of a new 
study, reviewed here, of the copious but often  

little-known works of the men who originated 
and first developed the school.  
 
It was a romantic but also a realistic school.  
 
Perhaps it took the elegance of somebody like Dr 
Samuel Johnson to set the fashion for Highland 
tours, but soon to be followed by numerous   
others who created the demand for views of the 
scenes they set. It helped that the region had 
only recently been a genuine theatre of war, 
against a native enemy whose clans and         
claymores, all capable of vivid depiction, seemed 
to lead the reading public straight back to an  
authentic Celtic antiquity. 
 
For the serving general there was much to be 
learned about the strategic uses of various    
landscapes, while civilians could start to work 
out how these might also be improved for the 
peaceful employment of the Highlanders. Roads 
and bridges were required all over the place,  
together with the harbours and canals that 
would lay down civilising connections with the 
Scotland and Britain beyond. 
 
The final stage of acculturation was for the   
Highlands to move into western literature before 
at last being taken up literally into Victorian 
taste, with the tartan wallpaper and decorative 
claymores at Balmoral. 
 
All these objects so reminiscent of a bygone   
sensibility are lavishly represented in this     
painstakingly produced book, which generously 
gives us a fascinating array of illustrations not to 
be found in any other single work. 
 

Michael Fry 
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Crathes Castle it’s gardens and wider landscape 
are survivors. They have survived the rough and 
tumble of political unrest, the spendthrift  
Thomas, 3rd Baronet of Leys, the ‘fashion for 
Landscape’, a fire that gutted the Queen Anne 
and Victorian extensions in 1966 and, whisper it, 
the financial difficulties of the National Trust for 
Scotland (NTS). Today Crathes is one of the NTS’s 
‘Flagship’ visitor attractions. 
 
Susan Bennett’s beautifully presented book,   
designed and typeset by Dalrymple, charts the 
history of the gardens and landscape in two 
parts. Part One covers the 400 years during the 
occupancy of the Burnett family titled 
‘Renaissance to Arts and Crafts’ and Part Two the 
transfer to the NTS in 1952 to the present day. 
 
Part One begins with the enrichment of the    
upper storeys of the original tower house  

The Gardens and Landscape of Crathes Castle: A Four Hundred Year History 
Susan Bennett  
240 pp. Spey Books 2020 

with turrets, gargoyles and crenulations towards 
the end of the sixteenth century under the 
twelfth Laird, Alexander Burnett, and his wife 
Katherine Gordon of Lesmoir. The first reference 
to the setting of the castle, its yards and          
orchards, is from 1609 and it is from this date 
that the narrative flows from extensive tree 
plantings, the formality of topiary and avenues, 
through to the brush with ‘landscape’ and on to 
the large collection of trees and shrubs.  
 
The account is populated throughout by the   
Burnett family, their triumphs, tiffs and above all 
enthusiasm for gardening and innovation; at 
times at the expense of their pocket books.  
 
There are also nuggets of information that      
suggest the lively use of the gardens, such as the 
discovery of an eighteenth century wine bottle 
wedged in the south hedge of the Yew Walk. 

Trimming the Egg and Eggcup Yews. Susan Bennett 2013 

Book Review 
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Part Two strikes a different tone from the       
previous chapters. For the first time in 400 years 
the Burnetts are no longer the owners of castle 
and gardens and Chapter Eleven charts the 
changes that took Crathes from private family 
home to public honey pot.  
 
The management of coaches and cars was and 
remains a knotty issue but accommodated they 
must be. However, Crathes is not a garden      
frozen in time and the addition, by the NTS, of a 
Golden Garden in 1973 and a Red Garden in  

1977, are testament to Lady Sybil’s  vision for a 
“creative garden.....never static”. 
 
The description of the gardening year, populated 
with images of the gardeners and volunteers that 
look after Crathes is innovative and a reminder, if 
one is needed, of what is involved in the annual 
maintenance cycle. 
 
Chapters twelve and thirteen concentrate on 
horticulture and describe the national viburnum 
collection and the plant collection as a whole.   

The Gardening Team. Susan Bennett 2018 

The Upper Pool Garden Planted by Lady Sybil Burnett. Susan Bennett August 2015 
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The final chapters concentrate on the                
importance of the estate and gardens to         
biodiversity and the people who use the grounds 
for recreation. 

HaHa beside the Denwood walk on the north side of the 
Home Farm Fields. Susan Bennett January 2015 

The Gardens and Landscape of Crathes Castle is a 
welcome addition to the bookshelf and a        
refreshing change from many books and guides 
produced for a historic site in which most        
attention is paid to the building and little to its 
setting. Imagine Crathes surrounded by           
residential development and the value of its   
gardens and grounds becomes obvious. 
 
The book has been written by someone with an 
intimate knowledge of her subject through years 
as a guide and love of place. It is a serious work, 
well researched and referenced, but is also   
readable and generously illustrated. Wood     
engravings created by Susan Bennett are used on 
the plates that divide up the book. 
 
The Gardens and Landscape of Crathes Castle 
would make an ideal gift for anyone with an     
interest in Scotland and historic gardens.  
Note: Sadly Covid 19 got in the way of a wider 
launch so the book has not had the exposure it 
deserves. It can be purchased directly from the 
author via speybooks@gmail.com at a special 
SGLH price of £25.00, post free. 
 

Vanessa Stephen 
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