
Andrew Baskott explores the visionary high-Victorian garden masterpiece
created in celebration of the world and its flora

A gardener’s world

The best of
British gardens



expedition to British Guiana. His col-
lection and writings on orchids
quickly established his reputation as a
botanist, and led to his election as a
Fellow of the Royal Society. 
Marriage followed in 1838, with his

wife Maria sharing his passion for
plants. Having initially lived at
Knypersley Hall, they made the short
move to Biddulph Grange in 1841.
They transformed the original house
into a large Italianate mansion, built in
the style made fashionable by Queen
Victoria at Osborne House on the Isle
of Wight. 
With house and family expanding,

Bateman embarked upon creating his
visionary garden. In 1847, Edward
Cooke, a friend and distinguished
marine artist who also had a great
interest in plants, joined James and
Maria at Biddulph Grange to help cre-
ate a remarkable garden. 
Geology was another of Cooke’s

interests, so he was first tasked with
creating natural-looking rockeries;

something he soon began to excel at.
He was also a skilled draughtsman as
well as artist, and so produced the
plans for the garden buildings, rock-
work and tunnels. Many of his archi-
tectural features survive. 
What had once seemed an

unpromising moorland site, slowly
developed into an eclectic array of
plants and shrubs collected from
around the globe. It was unique, and
yet  typically Victorian, with eccentric
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By the mid-nineteenth century the
British Empire reached to the four-

corners of the globe. Closer to home,
however, amid the perhaps surprising
setting of Staffordshire’s industrial
heartland, one man’s vision was to cre-
ate a world in miniature in celebration
of plants from the Empire and beyond. 
James Bateman had spent his child-

hood exploring the landscape of the
family estate at Knypersley Hall near
Leek, becoming inspired by the natu-
ral world, while his mother had
instilled in him a love of flowers —
two early influences that became life-
long passions. 
Born in 1811, Bateman was the only

child of a wealthy family. His grand-
father was an unscrupulous but highly
successful businessman who had
made his fortune from coal, iron and
textiles. Bateman’s father, John, was

also an industrialist, and had made
Knypersley the family home following
his son’s birth.
Bateman’s grandfather purchased

Knypersley along with the neighbour-
ing estate of Biddulph Grange, with
the intention of exploiting their large
coal reserves. However, it would be
horticulture, not coal, that shaped the
landscape of Biddulph Grange. 
Rare plants, especially tropical

fruits, became Bateman’s great interest
during his studies at Oxford. However,
upon being shown a cutting of a tropi-
cal Asian orchid, he realised where his
real passion lay. The same zeal his fam-
ily had once applied to making money,
Bateman now gave to the world of
horticulture. 
In 1833, wishing to add to his grow-

ing orchid collection, Bateman com-
missioned his first plant-hunting
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Visiting Biddulph Grange
Biddulph Grange, Grange Road, Biddulph,
Staffs ST8 7SD; tel 01782 517999.
Website: www.nationaltrust.org.uk/
biddulphgrange
Admission fee, NT members free.

Open Jan–Dec, Mon–Sun 11am–5.30pm
from 24th Oct to 6th November, 11am–
4pm & 11am-3.30pm (or dusk if earlier)
thereafter. 
Check website before visiting.

Previous pages, the ornamental lake and bridge from the ornate Chinese temple which
forms Bateman’s vision of China. Below, the Rhododendron Ground with its bands of
colourful rhododendrons and azaleas.  All photos by Andrew Baskott.



buildings and innovations comple-
menting the world’s flora. 
As was fashionable at the time, areas

close to the house were formal with
terraces and small parterres. Dahlias
provided late summer colour in the
Dahlia Walk, a long yew-lined pathway
leading to the Shelter House, Cooke’s
two-storey viewing pavilion. Beyond
these fringes Bateman’s unique vision
for his garden took shape. 
His quest was to take the visitor on a

world journey, leading from one gar-
den area to another along a network of
paths, steps and tunnels. Each part of
the garden being hidden from the
other, providing a sense of exploration
and discovery. 
The journey began in Italy, with its

Italianate steps leading down from the
terrace to garden borders and a path
leading off into Bateman’s horticul-
tural wonderland. 
Colourful bands of rhododendrons

and azaleas hugged the edge of the

ornamental lake. Nearby, an area orig-
inally designed as an Himalayn gorge
became a Scottish glen when the
planted rhododendrons failed to
flower, and were replaced by ferns and
a flowing stream. 
China was Bateman’s vision of the

orient, and is a hidden enclave com-
plete with ornate Chinese temple, pool
and flora from the East, including
Japanese maple. Cooke also created his
own Great Wall of China. 
Another Bateman surprise is Egypt:

a small grass courtyard with an Egypt-
ian temple guarded by a pair of stone
sphinxes. Above the entrance is a
colourful symbol of the Sun God Ra. 
The Stumpery is a strange, damp

area of embankments created from
dead upturned tree roots planted with
ferns to form a wooden ‘rockery’.
(Stumperies were a short-lived Victo-
rian fashion, with this being one of the
country’s first.) 
Bateman also loved trees and they
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featured throughout his design, both
singularly and in avenues. Today, the
garden is also home to Britain’s oldest
golden larch. 
In the late 1860s, just when the gar-

dens were at their peak, Maria’s ill-
health forced the Bateman’s to leave
Biddulph Grange, and the estate
passed over to their son, John. How-
ever, on discovering just how heavily
mortgaged the estate was he was
forced to sell, and so ending the Bate-
man family reign. 
Fire destroyed the fine Italianate

mansion in 1896, and it was replaced
with the house seen today, built in the
English neo-baroque style. Following
the First World War, it served as a hos-
pital, with the gardens succumbing to

neglect. In 1988, when the hospital
was sold, they were rescued by the
National Trust (NT), heralding a
period of meticulous restoration of
the garden. 
With the house sold to become lux-

ury apartments, the trust began recre-
ating the garden’s original layout using
written descriptions and photographs,
and restored many of the buildings. In
keeping with Bateman’s vision, only
used were plants and shrubs available
when the gardens were first created. 
The British Empire may be long

gone, but the gardens of Biddulph
Grange have returned in all their glory,
making it once more a gardener’s
world, and also one of Britain’s most
complete Victorian gardens. n

Other Victorian gardens to explore
Waddesdon Manor, Waddesdon, near Aylesbury, Bucks HP18 0JH. A French-chateau
style house set within an amazing Victorian garden.
Osborne House Gardens, East Cowes, Isle of Wight PO32 6JY. The magnificent
Italianate house and gardens created for Queen Victoria and Prince Albert.
The Plantation Garden, 4 Earlham Road, Norwich NR2 3DB. Created within a former
chalk quarry is a remarkable three-acre Victorian garden, with Gothic fountain and
Italianate terrace, on the edge of Norwich city centre.
Brantwood House and Gardens, Brantwood, Coniston, Cumbria LA21 8AD. Set in a
beautiful Lake District location, the experimental gardens by John Ruskin date from
1871.
Staunton Park Gardens, Staunton-on-Arrow, Leominster, Herefordshire HR6 9LE. Ten
acres of beautiful Victorian gardens dating from 1842.

Biddulph Grange reflected in the lake among the garden’s early autumn colours.


