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C L I M A T E , W E A T H E R A N D P L A N T I N G D E S I G N I N E N G L I S H F O R M A L 

G A R D E N S O F T H E E A R L Y 1 8 T H C E N T U R Y 

OctOber 1997 w a s the lOth anniversary of t h e hur r icane that 
devas ta ted sou the rn England (15/16 Oc tobe r 1987). I w a s 
work ing in London at the Üme. I still recall the howl ing 
winds of that night and the af termath: at Chelsea Physic 
Garden , w h e r e I w a s research lellow, and at Painshill Park 
w h e r e 1 w a s restoring the e igh teenth-century shrubber ies 
(fig. 2). We w e r e told then that noth ing like this had hap-
p e n e d in Britain for nearly 300 years. s ince 1703 in fa t t . 
w h e n J o h n Evelyn recorded terrible destruct ion: "The dis
mall Effects of the Hurecan a n d Tempes t of Wind, rain. and 
Üghtning th rp all the na l ion . especial(y) London, m a n y 
h o u s e s den io l i shed , many p e o p l e killed ... & as to my o w n e 
losse, the Subversion of w o o d s & T imber ... a n d Valuable 
materiall thro my vvhole Estate. 61 alx>ut my h o u s e ... is most 
Tragicall: not to b e paralleled with any thing h a p n i n g in OUT 
Age (or) in any history almost 

In recent Stimmers, we have had to con t end with scorch-
ing heat a n d p t o l o n g e d pe r iods of d rought . O n the 1 Sep
t ember 1995, Dr Mike Mulme. Researcli CiimatologiSt at the 
l 'niversi ty of East Anglia, wro te a short a ccoun t of that 
month ' s w e a t h e r in 'The Guard ian ' ncvvspaper: August 
1995 w a s the hottest in the L!K since t empera tu rc records 
b e g a n in the late 1600s. Only three days , a r o u n d the August 
Bank Holiday, had na t ionwide dayt ime t empera tu res b e l o w 
the ave rage a n d many days w e r e m o r e than 5 °C w a r m e r 
than normal ... The s u m m e r of 1995 - J u n e to August - has 
been the third wärmest on record. not as w a r m as 1826 or 
1976. August w a s an except ional ly dry month ... The re w e r e 
11 days in the m o n t h w h e n n o rainfall w a s recorded any-
w h e r e in the country. Sunsh ine totals in August were a 
record 55 per cent a b o v e the normal for the count ry as a 
whole . the sunniest August s ince detai led sunsh ine records 
b e g a n about 100 years ago." Erika Schmidt, visiting I'ains-
hill in late August, r ecorded the effecis. Her sl ides s tand in 
marked contrast t o a so-called normal year (fig. 3 and t). 

White it is easy to see the f requen t inc idence of these re
cent abnormal i t ies in Britain and e l swhere as a reflectiort of 
global warming . it is not m y intention h e r e to r ehea r se the 
a rgumen t s o f t h a t scientific deba te . Instead. I am m o r e COri-
ce rned with the impact that poss ible cl imate c h a n g e might 
h a v e on the practice of c o n s e n ation today. Certainly. these 
unusual occur rences have caused nie to reflect on h o w cli
mate t rends a n d wea the r pat terns in l luenced ga rden ing in 
the past. My first at tempt to integrale meteorological data 
into an historical analysis w a s in my essay on U p p e r G o w -
er Street in the Festschrift für Dieter Hennebo : Garten Kunst 
Geschich te . ' With the h e l p of Tom Wright. I specu la ted on 
how the unusual ly hol. dry summers ol the late e ighteenth 

Century might h a v e affecied t he plant ing of o n e small town 
garden in London. Then . in my for theoming b o o k . T h e 
Flowering of the L i n d s c a p e Garden ' . I cons ide red h o w the 
general ly wet . w a r m s u m m e r s of the 1750s a n d 1760s must 
h a v e f avoured the aeclimatization of m a n y North American 
spec ies g r o w n at Painshill. This points to a d i screpancy 
b e t w e e n original and present -day condi t ions that poses a 
h u g e p r o b l e m for p lan t ing conserva t ion . ' 

In research ing the b o o k , I c a m e across n u m e r o u s refer-
ences to the effecis of w e a t h e r on planting These highlighl-
ed h o w careful w e n e e d to b e in genera l iz ing f rom data . 
Thus , in the midst of ihose wet s u m m e r s of the 1760s. there 
w a s also d rough t . Peter Coll inson, for example , wro te to 
J o h n Barlram in Philadelphia in 1762: "Your wea the r has re-
markab le vicissitudes O u r s has b e e n m o r e certain for all 
o u r s u m m e r has b e e n a constant Holt dry season . all burnt 
u p longer than eve r I k n e w . Plants languishing a n d perish-
ing for wan t of rains ..."' And Horace Walpole . in a letter to 
Horace Mann on 10 J u n e 1765 (at the beg inn ing of an oth-
e rwise wet s u m m e r ) , c o m m e n t e d : 'Some Ibreigners d ined 
he re . and , t h o u g h they admi red o u r verdure , it mor tef ied 
m e by its b r o w n n e s s ; w e h a v e not had a d r o p of rain this 
month to cool the tip of o u r daisies. 

Now I shou ld a d d h e r e that I a m not the first to cons ide r 
this issue of c l imate a n d plant ing. Back in Oc tobe r 1992, 
Tom Wright p re sen ted a p a p e r o n the British cl imate in the 
late s even teen th Century at o u r Chelsea Physic G a r d e n Sym
pos ium The Planting of G a r d e n s 1660-1705'." The seven
teenth Century w a s the era k n o w n as the Linie Ice Age'. 
w h e n the River T h a m e s f roze a n d w h e n John Evelyn re
co rded frosts i n j u l y of o n e year. Keith G o o d w a y ' s p a p e r on 
seasonal a n d annua l c h a n g e s in plant ing of the 1690s at 
Beaufort l iouse , Chelsea. p rovid ing ev idence of h o w plants 
were shtfted a r o u n d in formal p la te -bandes , p r o m p t e d Tom 
Wright to specu la te that e x t r e m e cold couid have p layed a 
role in such annua l r e fu rb i shment . 

Today. I w o u l d like to take their tentat ive conc lus ions a 
s t ep funher . I w o u l d like to a rgue that o u r Vision of the Ba-
r o q u e Garden is c o n d i t i o n e d by a false v iew of formality". 
in which the vagaries of w e a t h e r are largely circumv en t ed 
a n d climatic c h a n g e s entirely ignoretl . This pereep t ion of 
the statte quality of formal ga rdens is still de r ived f rom ear-
ly- twent ie th-century historicism. T h u s even the most scien-
tifically based recons t rue t ions of the past f ew years a s s u m e 
a deg ree of stasis that bea r s n o re la t ionship to the historical 
realilies of p lan t ing as Improvisat ion, o r ga rden ing as cx-
per imenta l ion and alteration (fig. S). In the per iod 1700 to 
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Fig. 2. View over Ihe lake lo the Gothic Temple eil Painshill Park in 
lote October 19x7 after the great slorm of 15/16 Octoixr 

Fig. $. a flower iwil in prtme conditton near the site of. the Temple 
<>f Bacchus dt PainsbUl Park, latejufy 1997 

a m 

Fig. 4. The venture of a Serpentine sbrubbery at PainsbUl Park, 
sn ninier 1994 

1740, w h e n formal g a r d e n s w e r e still c o m m o n in England, 
t he re w a s a m a r k e d w a r m i n g t rend at the e n d of t he Little 
Ice Age' , co inc id ing with t he influx of n e w p lan t s f rom 
North America . T h e 1730s w e r e in fact as w a r m a s t h e 1930s 
this Century, a n d s o it is r e a s o n a b l e to a s s u m e that g a r d e n -
ers, c o n f r o n t e d with a n e w exot ic f lora. r e s p o n d e d exper i -
mental ly to n e w condi t ions . Tlieir e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n must 
have b e e n c l i ecked by the e x t r e m e frosts of t h e colcl Win
ter 1739/40, w h e n exot ics such as tlie Magnolia grandi f lora 
w e r e a lmos t entirely e i iminated . Thereaf te r , t he se magnol i -
as cos t a f o r t u n e in t he nurser ies . 

I shall re tu rn to this issue of cl imate a n d w e a t h e r a n d its 
impact o n planting. Btit first a w o r d o r t w o a b o u t t he alt of 
B a r o q u e p lan t ing des ign . ' He re I shall c o n c e n t r a t e o n t he 
deco ra t ive aspec t s of t he p l a t e -bande . w h a t t h e F rench 
cal led "Decoration". J o h n J ames ' s 1728 translat ion of Dezal-
lier dArgenv i l l e ' s 1722 edi t ion of 'La theor ie et la p ra t ique 
d u jard inage ' p rov ides t he best a e c o u n t of s e a s o n a l plant
ing in spr ing, s u m m e r a n d au tu inn (fig. 6). H e writes: 
"... t he se t h r ee Seasons give r o o m for t h r ee Decora t ions of 
F lowers for embe l l i sh ing of Par terres in t he Year. tliat is to 
say, that t he Par terres c h a n g e three t imes a Year, mak ing 
three d i f fe ren t Aspects o r Scenes of Flowers . So that there 
is the Decora t ion of the Spring, t he Decora t ion of the Sum
mer, a n d that of Au tumn ... O n e m a y have Decora t ions 
m o r e f r equen t by t he h e l p of Pots , c h a n g i n g the Parterres 
every M o n t h a n d garn i sh ing t h e m with F lowers in Pots, 
Inote: By this Artifice the Parterres of t he Tr ianon w e r e for-
merly c h a n g e d every Fortnight.] w h i c h are to b e bur ied in 
tlie Borde r s u p to their Rini: this sup r i ze a n d d e e e i v e s o n e 
in s u c h a m a n n e r , Chat o n e wou ld think these F lowers w e r e 
raised in t he o p e n G r o u n d ; bu t it is very u n c o m m o n . and a 
great Fxpence ."" 

T h e r e are, in fact, n o re fe rences in pure ly English s o u r c e s 
to t h r ee a n n u a l changes , and J o h n Evenlyn in Iiis Kalendar-
ium Hor t ense ' s e e m s to have env i saged only two: o n e in J u -
ly w h e n a n n u a l s w e r e planted, a n d o n e in a u t u m n for tlie 
spr ing s h o w the follovving season . Indeed . tlie ev idence 
sugges t s that the F.nglisli may ha\-e f avoured a success iona l 
p lant ing s c h e m e rather than seasona l "Decora t ions" (fig. 7) . ' 
Never theless , it s e e a m s likely that resort to t he artifice of 
p lung ing ' pots w a s t he only way of sustaining bo th the suc

cess ional a n d decora t iona l Systems. As J o h n J a m e s w r o t e in 
Iiis t ranslat ion of l~2>-i: "As it is impossible to avo id s o m e lit
tle unfurnis l i ing in o u r Decora t ions ol Flowers, e i ther by the 
dy ing of a Bulb, o r a Plant's not taking root; you ought to 
h a v e a s töre of all sorts of Flowers, as w ell in Pots, as u p o n 
Beds, to n e w furnish a n d fill u p t he C a p s in every Season . 
T h e r e is n o n e e d of having a h u n d a n c e of these . but it is a b -
solutely necessa iy to hav e some. unlcss you w o u l d have the 
mort i f icat ions to s e e y o u r Borders u n f u r n i s h e d in certain 
Places, wi thout be ing ab le to r e m e d y it the Year through." ' 

G iven the variat ions in w e a t h e r fror» year to year . and the 
e x t r e m e s of climatic s tress in the waning years of t he 'Little 
Ice Age ' , t h e n e e d to rep lace p lants f rom o n e yea r to an-
o t h e r a n d to Substitute o the r s ove r t he g r o w i n g s e a s o n mus t 
have h e e n in tense . H . H . Lamb in Iiis au thör i ta t ive s tudy 
Climate. History and the Modern World ' h .is e m p h a s i z e d 
h o w the "characteris t ic w i d e variablitiy of t he Little Ice Age 
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kepl recurr ing"" well into the e igh teen th Century. Thus, For 
e x a m p l e , desp i te the w a r m i n g t rend, che Winter of 1708/09 
w a s e s p e d a l l y severe , a n d in 1716 ilie River T h a m e s f roze 
again. We are told ihai t he London i l ieatres w e r e almost de-
ser ted , losing ou t to t he al ternat ive at tractions of skat ing. 
T h e th r ee s u m m e r m o n t h s of 1725 p r o d u c e d a m e a n tem-
pe ra tu re of on ly 13.1 °C, a n d Ju ly in London w a s desc r ibed 
as l ieing "more like win te r than summer" , O n the o the r 
band., ' h e winter of 172.V24 a n d eight of t he winters in t he 
1730s w e r e a m o n g the mildest o n record and d i e se mus t 
have lulled t he g a r d e n e r into a false conf icence . rudely 
b r o k e n by bitter win te r of 1739/40. In fact. 1740 p roved to 
b e the coldest ca lendar yea r in English t e m p e r a t u r e records , 
averag ing on ly 6 .8 °C in central England. 

N o w il is clearly imposs ib le for US to re-live the c l imate 
a n d w e a t h e r of the past. From this point "I view, and tak-
ing into accoun t the m a n y o t h e r ob jec l ions tö recons t ruc-
t ion. t he idea of re tu rn ing histöric g a r d e n s to a part icular 
d a t e in t he past is f l awed , b o t h practically and ph i losoph i -
cally. However . w h e r e recons t ruc t ion has beei l a i t empted . 
it d o e s s e e m impor tan t to bea r in mind the actuali t ies of cli
ma te a n d w e a t h e r in the per iod that is b e ing s lmula ted . 
He re it is not e n o u g h to w o r k f rom Statistical general i t ies . 
for t he impact of t e m p e r a t u r e s a n d precipi ta t ion o n plants 
is a f fec ted by m a n y variables. Only t h rough study of eon -
l empora ry a c c o u n t s can w e l ind precise var ia t ions in plant-
ing pa le t te f rom yea r to year . ' ; Such var ia t ions w o u l d he lp 
to l iven u p the o t h e r w i s e u n c h a n g i n g a p p e a r a n c e of t he 
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Fig. 5. A vtew ofibe reeonstructed Prtoy Garden at Hampton Court in itsßrst season, Ibe summer of I9')x refleets ourperceptlon oftbe 
larfii'ly statte quality of 'formal' gardens 

As a c o n s e q u e n c e of this. w e can imag ine cons ide rab le 
variat ions in t he a p p e a r a n c e of t he p l a t e -bande . In o the r 
words . the f lower bo rde r w a s not a n installation that looked 
the Same, year in and yea r ou t . hui a fea tu re of cons idera
ble fluidity. At o n e ex t r eme , w e can imagine it resem-
bling interior floral decora t ions . subject to t he c h a n g i n g 
n e e d s of r ep resen ta t ion a n d en te r ta inment in cöurt society 
a n d a l te red ever>' f e w w e e k s and e a c h year: at a n o t h e r 
ex t r eme , an organ ism vu lne rab le to e n v i r o n m e n t a l pres-
sures , a n d o n e that t he g a r d e n e r e n j o y e d dress ing u p in 
d i f ferent w a y s as e a c h s e a s o n permi t t ed a n d as the wea th
e r dictated. 

Ba roque par ter re , c o u n t e r b a l a n c i n g the t ed ium that may sei 
in for g a r d e n e r and visilor al ike. 

We also n e e d to k n o w m o r e abou t t he individual l'ate of 
part icular plants . T h u s in F e b a i a r y 168-1 J o h n Evelyn re-
c o r d e d the condi l ion of Iiis g a r d e n at Sayes Court , w h e r e 
h e f o u n d "many of t he G r e e n e s & rare p lants utterly de-
s t roied: T h e O r a n g e s a n d Myrtils very s ick. T h e Rosemaiy 
<S Lawrell d e a d to all a p p e a r a n c e . Inn t he Cypressc like to 
indure it ou t " (fig. 1)." T h e res is tance of t he cypress t rees to 
frost - p e r h a p s a factor of their a g e o r locat ion - is t he sur-
price item in this repor t . Likewise. Philip Miller s accoun t of 
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Pjfg, 6. Reconstruclfon as elevatum and section of tbeplantingplan fortbe Grand trianon, Versailles, dated August I69.i. l'nlike A.J. De-
zallier d'Argeiirille's speeificalion for three seasonal Decorations" Cottbefoitnigbfty plinif>ed" disphiys oftbe Trianon). thisplan repre-
sents a spring anil summer display rolled into one scheine (u aiercoloitr by tbe author) 

whai h a p p e n e d to plants in die bitter win te r of 1739/40 is 
instruetive. Al though mosi of the Magnolia grandif lora w e r e 
des t royed by the frost, Iiis o w n plan! ai Chelsea I 'hysic Gar
d e n a p p e a r s to have lived on , p roduc ing n e w sl ioots f rom 
its base . At the s ame time, he c o m n i e n t e d o n hovv the 
Ca l lka rpa amer icana , firsi i n t roduced by Mark Catesby 
f rom Carolina in 1724, w e r e mostly obl i tera ted, "so that 
until the Doctor [Dalel sent a fresli supp ly o f s e e d s in 1744, 
there w e r e scarce any of the plants living in t he English 
garclens."" 

Wha t this m e a n s is that t he re m u s t have b e e n a m o m e n t 
diir ing t he late 1720s and 1730s w h e n , in i he genera l ly 
w a r m cond i t i ons that preval ide, English g a r d e n s e n j o y e d 
s o m e t h i n g of a g o l d e n d e c a d e . G iven that in t he se years 
tnany ra ther t e n d e r exo t i c f lower ing s h r u b s c a m e into ßrit-
ain f rom son th -eas t e rn North America ( A m o r p h a frut icosa. 
Catalpa b j g n o n i o i d e s , Wistera f ru tescens , Ca lycan thus flor-
idus) a n d that g a r d e n e r s w e r e e x p e r i m e n t i n g wiih tiew 
p lan l ing Systems in t he w i lde rnes s (fig. 7). it is fair to say 
that t he l a n d s c a p e g a r d e n e m e r g e d at a felidtOUS m o m e n t . " 

Fig. 7. Reconstrtiction as elevatum oftbe specißcatioii for aßowers lx>rder at Goodimod. dated Octol>er 1735. A successional blooming 
from spring to summer may characterlze tbe F.nglish formal border. Standing in coutrast to the seasonal displays that typified the French 
Baroque plate-bande twatercolour by the author) 

M-t. 
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Whether . of cöurse , w e can c o n c l u d e ihai c l imate as such 
h e l p e d to c rea te the p lan t ing fea tures of che l a n d s c a p e gar-
d e n — the sh rubbe ry a n d island b e d s of ß o w e i s - is best lefi 
For future scientific research. 

If vve n e c d Further e n c o u r a g e m e n t tO u n d e r t a k e that re
search , a n article in a recent ede t ion of 'Nature ' surely pro-
vides it." Dr Euan Nisbet of Royal Hollovvay Col lege, Uni-
versity of London, a rgues that J a n e Austen s f a m o u s "error" 
in her novel 'Emma" - descr ib ing a p p l e t rees in b l o o m in 
J u n e - may h a v e b e e n b a s e d o n accura te Observat ion of the 
s u m m e r of 1814, the yea r s h e b e g a n wri t ing her t e l e b r a t e d 
work . 1814 w a s apparen t ly o n e of the worst o n record . The 
m e a n t empe ra tu r e in May a n d J u n e w e r e e v e n co lde r than 
1816, w h e n volcanic dus t f r om Mount Tambora veiled the 
sun . It is poss ib le J a n e Austen s aw a p p l e b lo s som o n t w o 
of the w a r m e r days . J u n e 14 and 15. b e t ö r e t he w e a t h e r 
broke . According to Nisbet. that Fürst day w a s at Painshill 

Park; the s e c o n d at Box Hill, w h i ch b e c a m e the set t ing for 
the excu r s ion in t he novel . Of cou r se . this discovcry d o e s 
not affect t he practica] conse rva t ion of Painshill. but it ä d d s 
r ichness to the Interpretat ion of the Site and conf t rms that 
e v e n l i terature can b e rel iable poin ter lo meteorologica l 
da ta . 

In s u m m a r y . g lobal w a r m i n g ' m a y m a k e app le -b lossom 
in J u n e a m o r e f r e q u e n t o c c u r r e n c e . like hurr icanes ' in Oc-
t o b e r a n d d r o u g h t in August , but clearly Wide l luctuat ions 
in cl imate a n d w e a t h e r have a lways b e e n pari of ga rden ing 
ove r 300 years . Whe the r . howeve r , w e a r e able to reflect 
t h o s e var iables of t he past by a m o r e sensi t ive a p p r o a c h to 
plant ing recons t ruc t ion . w h i l e at the s a m e t ime c o n t e n d i n g 
with a poss ib le increase in very e x t r e m e w e a t h e r pa t le rns . 
r ema ins an o p e n . a n d rather unset t l ing. ques t ion for t he 
fu ture . 
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Plodda antl die Hahama Islands, due out from l'niver.sily of 
North Carolina Press. Chapel Hill. 1998. 

16 Euan Nisbet. In relrospecl. in: Nature'. July 10 199". p. 137. 
lronically. there is a major "error" in Nisbet 's account of l'ains
hill - a confusion over the identily of Charles Hamilton, who is 
assumed to be Sir William i lamillon of Naples. whose wife Em
ma. Lady Hamilton, had an aflair with I loratio Nelson - Inn this 
should not undermine the validity of Iiis observations on cli
mate and weather. 
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