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m a r g a r e t  s t o n e ,  a n n  h o o p e r ,  p a m e l a  s h aw  
a n d  l e s l e y  t a n n e r

a n  e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u ry  o b s e s s i o n  –  t h e  p l a n t 

c o l l e c t i o n  o f  t h e  6 t h  e a r l  o f  c o v e n t ry  at 

c r o o m e  pa r k ,  w o r c e s t e r s h i r e

The parkland at Croome, Worcestershire, was the first landscape designed by Lancelot 
Brown, employed by George William, 6th Earl of Coventry. The Earl amassed a vast, 
diverse plant collection, for which over six hundred bills have survived; they cover more 
than sixty years from 1747 to his death in 1809. Large numbers of plants were purchased 
at enormous cost and there were many first introductions to Britain. By the end of the 
eighteenth century this was arguably the finest private collection ever formed. This paper 
is a study of that collection.

in 1751, george william, viscount Deerhurst, succeeded to the title of 6th earl of 
coventry; he was twenty-eight years old and had been managing the croome estate for 
three years (figure 1). he had demolished the early eighteenth-century formal gardens 
and now employed lancelot brown as clerk of works to remodel the seventeenth-
century house. brown had worked at stowe, buckinghamshire, for ten years between 
1740 and 1751, acquiring experience in supervising building work and remodelling 
the lake; he was by then thirty-five years old. the exterior of croome court shows 
considerable similarity to william kent’s neo-palladian holkham hall, norfolk. the 
earl must have been deeply involved in the project; he kept his invoices carefully, often 
annotating them, and they have survived to the present (figure 2).1 clearly, he had 
a good working relationship with brown, who was soon appointed to develop the 
grounds. thus, croome was brown’s first major project and the house and park were 
designed as a whole. the partnership of the earl and brown at croome gave rise to a 
style of landscape design that brown applied to many other properties and which was 
copied at even more.

croome park is naturalistic but differs from others of the period in using the wider 
landscape; the house sits in a bowl with views out to the surrounding ridges. possibly 
brown was influenced by his native northumberland, with open moors very different 
from the small enclosed fields of worcestershire. brown was quoted as saying ‘every 
fence is an offence’, and the apparently unbounded pastures at croome were achieved by 
skilful use of ha-has.2 by 1748, the earl had built a short canal in the park. brown altered 
the shape to make it into a curvaceous river and extended it to lead to a newly created 
lake near a marshy area which had been previously known as seggy mere common. 
brick culverts led water from a considerable distance to feed the lake and a path was 
constructed for a walk from the court to the lake (figure 3).3 maps of 1751 and 1763 
identify the key features of the landscape, which include shrubberies, a dairy, hothouse, 
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figure 1. george william,  
6th earl of coventry (c.1765), 
by allan ramsay. courtesy:  
© croome estate trustees

figure 2. bill from george ferne (dated 6 January 1758). the earl has written: ‘very very dear 
at £3 3[s.] – pay no more.’ courtesy: worcestershire archive and archaeological service, bill 8
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figure 4. the temple greenhouse. photo: adrian James, may 2013

figure 5. one of the herbaceous borders near the temple greenhouse recently created by the 
national trust as part of its restoration of croome park. photo: adrian James, may 2013

kitchen garden, rotunda, eye-catchers, the temple greenhouse, arboretum, flower garden 
and lake, all of which have been described in detail elsewhere.4

brown worked at croome from 1751 but was soon commissioned for other 
landscape designs as well; he continued to advise the earl until his death in 1783. 
arthur young recorded that ‘brown spent much of his time at croom; it was his 
favourite residence; he never found himself so much at home as when there, nor at any 
time so happy’.5 robert adam also worked for the earl, producing interior designs 
for croome court and church and creating buildings in the park. the first was the 
temple greenhouse, the focus of important views from the house, designed in 1760 
and finished in 1765 (figure 4). when adam died in 1792 the earl was seventy but 
employed James wyatt (until 1805) to continue work on the park buildings and eye-
catchers, so the landscape evolved over half a century.

the walks at croome featured massive plantings of trees and shrubs. there were 
herbaceous borders near the temple greenhouse and herbaceous plants and bulbs 
probably lined the paths through the shrubberies (figure 5). the early eighteenth-
century kitchen garden was extended in 1750, becoming approximately seven acres 
and probably the largest in georgian england; its walls provided nearly half a mile 
of support and shelter for climbers. within this garden, a hollow hot wall was later 
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figure 6. Magnolia grandiflora; from John sims, Curtis’s Botanical Magazine or Flower Garden 
Displayed (london: sherwood, neely & Jones, 1818), Xlv, pl. 1952. courtesy: missouri 

botanical garden (http://www.botanicus.org)

constructed (1806), heated by five fires, to protect fruit trees from frost; at about one 
hundred yards, it is probably the longest of the period. the hothouse outside the walled 
garden was in addition to the temple greenhouse and four glasshouses in the flower 
garden. the flower garden also had a pond for aquatics, surrounded by rockwork for 
alpines. we know of these facilities from an article by young describing the estate in 
1801 and another accompanying the Hortus Croomensis of 1824, compiled by head 
gardener william Dean.6 in 1801, croome was ‘inferior only to kew’ and changed little 
over the twenty-three year interval.

there are more than six hundred plant bills surviving from the period 1746 to 1816. 
thousands of plants were purchased and some varieties were bought more than once 
but it is not known whether the first plantings died or were so successful that more 
were required; experience suggests that both occurred. plants and seeds were also sent 
by friends and relatives; there are few details of these but Hortus Croomensis lists those 
that survived to 1824. there is no record of exactly where most plants were placed but 
young described a good number. for example, three plants of Magnolia grandiflora were 
trained against the dairy wall, reaching twenty-eight feet high and being ‘the finest in 
the kingdom’ (figure 6).7 also in the home shrubbery was a Ginkgo biloba ‘forty feet 
high and the largest in england’; two trees, possibly eighteenth century, have survived in 
this shrubbery and there are two other ginkgoes still on the estate: one in the arboretum 



79the plant collection at croome park, worcestershire

and one near the path approaching the lake. one ginkgo was purchased in 1766 for the 
enormous sum of five guineas.8 the nurseryman who sold it was James gordon, from 
mile end, near bow, who had a reputation for introducing exotics and grew the first 
batch of seedlings (1754), from which one was planted at kew (1762).9 it is notable 
that many of the plants chosen for croome were recent introductions or, indeed, first 
introductions and the 6th earl and his second wife, barbara, clearly wished to be at the 
cutting edge of horticulture. 

nurserymen

there are more than six hundred bills from nurserymen in the croome archive, some 
several pages long.10 some have elaborate engraved headings giving their address, details 
of what they supplied and their shop sign, used before street numbering was introduced 
in the 1760s.11 a few have both sign and number at this time.12 in contrast, other bills 
are on scraps of paper, sometimes almost illegible and with no address; the handwriting 
varies from a very fine script to a very poor one.13 they date from the late 1740s, when 
the 6th earl was still lord Deerhurst, until after his death in 1809 but the later ones, 
when william Dean was head gardener, are fewer or have been lost. the changes of 
name reflect the different ownership of the nurseries, often passing from father to son. 
some nurseries supplied thousands of plants and seeds, others one item only.14 inevitably, 
some bills have been lost or destroyed but there are receipts for some of these in which 
the original bill content is listed. the majority of the nurserymen were based in london, 
many having seed shops centrally located and with their nurseries at kensington, chelsea 
or brompton (see appendix a). christopher messer was at batheaston and richard 
smith at nearby worcester.15 many of the twenty-four nurserymen not traced could also 
have been small local suppliers.

not all the bills are for plants alone; some of the earliest bills are charges for 
planting, trees and fencing and most of the others include items for packing, such as 
‘matts’, baskets, ‘worked baskets’, strong sacks, bags, ‘flaskettes’ and even ‘platyline’ 
cord for the hothouse at croome.16 there are some bills for sundries only and at least 
one has tools included.17

many nurserymen supplied huge orders to the aristocracy and other landed gentry 
of the country, becoming wealthy and famous for the variety and number of plants they 
could supply, their skill at raising them and the introduction of new plants from other 
countries.18 a few bills give detailed planting and care instructions.19 some nurserymen 
also supplied plants and labour: ‘2 gardeners for planting’, ‘for clearing ye garden’ and 
‘putting garden in order’ are mentioned in 1762; these may have been for the 6th earl’s 
london house.20 although most plant and seed orders were for croome, some were for 
piccadilly or for springhill, another property belonging to the earl, near broadway. it 
is impossible to know for certain for which property they were intended unless this is 
specified on the bill, as it is in a few cases. for example, John field stated that ‘order 
split between springhill, croome and piccadilly’; loddiges wrote ‘deliver to my lord’s 
house, piccadilly’ and ‘goods for springhill’ is indicated on a bill from malcolm.21 lady 
coventry is occasionally mentioned: ‘trees for lady coventry’ and a bill from John bush 
is made out to her.22

several notes on the bills in the 6th earl’s handwriting indicate that he kept a close eye 
on these accounts, perhaps one of the most interesting being ‘very very dear at £3.3.0 pay 
no more’ on the early bill from ferne for american seed at £3.13.0 (figure 2).23 another, 
from scott, for ‘4 eastern american platanus’ is annotated ‘were all dead – deduct 10/-’ 
and £1.10.0 was deducted from a hewitt bill for ‘dead larch’.24 some bills were paid 
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promptly, others not for years; bassington had to wait two years in one instance and 
henry clark died in 1778 before his estate was paid in 1781.25 

transport of orDers

there are many references to the transporting of orders and incidentals such as ‘portridge’ 
(porterage).26 the earliest reference to transport by water is in 1748: ‘water carriage of 
300 elms from gloucester to upton-on-severn’ and ‘water carriage of 126 elms from 
glos to upton-on-s’.27 in 1759 a bill from foot states:28

brought on board the merlela capt belitho from philedelphia’ 
prime cost and cases £5.5.0
to freight and primage 17s
to sandwaiters and tidewaiters 4s 6d
to waterage and wharfage 5s
to commission 2s 6d

in 1761, there is a reference to ‘basket and waterman’ and ‘matt and waterman’.29 a bill 
of 1762 is for ‘foreign trees and apricots – shipping @ 13/- and custom house expenses’.30 
‘carriage from rotterdam’ appears in a 1764 bill and ‘shipping to bristol’ in 1779.31 a 
particularly interesting letter from John bush, in 1771, shortly after his arrival in russia 
to work for empress catherine ii, includes a bill for croome for a ‘box of plants from 
russia, consigned to Dr fothergill for ship gen conway, capt. robert lumley which i 
hope will come safe’ (figure 7).32 

many orders were delivered by horse and wagon. one wagon often mentioned is 
harris’s (later smith’s) worcester wagon from the bull and mouth inn, bull and mouth 
street, aldersgate. this is referred to by loddiges in 1783 and 1793 and gordon, Dermer 
and thomson in 1781.33 another is smith’s pershore wagon from the green man and 
still, oxford street, mentioned by clark, malcolm and loddiges.34 there is one mention 
of west and golding’s wagon from the castle and falcon, aldersgate, again by loddiges, 
and ‘by wagn to pershore with advice per post at the time’ is on a bill from maddock.35 
‘carriage to acton and a man’s attendance there all day to see them safe delivered’ 
appears on scott’s bill in 1758 and ‘to be left at the turnpike between bourton and 
broadway by smith’s waggon’; ‘Directed to springhill’ is on eddie’s bill in 1787.36 one of 
the earliest bills states ‘taking up 2000 beech sets. carriage to london from beechwood 
and hamper. porter to ye worcester carryers inn’.37

trees anD shrubs

in the early stages of the garden construction at croome, shelter belts were planted, 
evidenced by an invoice for two hundred and five trees at £3 8s. 4d. in June 1746 
and another for five hundred and fifty trees at £2 6s. 0d. in December of that year. 
John white, who supplied the former, was employed for planting: for twenty-two days’ 
planting in november 1746 he received £1 2s. 0d.38 these trees were probably beech, 
elms, horse chestnuts, larch and scotch pines, all of which were listed in 1747. special 
trees stood alone or in small groups within the shelter belts. oriental and spanish 
planes, Platanus orientalis (from greece) and Platanus × hispanica, were bought in 
1748, some of which are still standing by the lake and along the river (figure 8).39 of 
particular interest is an eight-foot-high cedar of lebanon, Cedrus libani, which cost 
two guineas in 1748.40 twelve more were bought the following year but were two feet 
high only; although still expensive, they were much cheaper at £4 10s. 0d.41 further 
purchases followed. these trees are now iconic at croome, standing out on the skyline 
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figure 7. letter from John bush on a bill dated 20 september 1771. courtesy: worcestershire 
archive and archaeological service, bill 192

on the approach to the estate. it is significant that they were first chosen by the earl 
before brown worked there because brown went on to make them signature trees in 
his landscapes (figure 9).

there are no plant bills for the early 1750s and it may be that they were lost or that 
work was concentrated on the house. in 1752, the 6th earl married maria gunning who 
was not enamoured of country life so spent little time at croome.42 plant purchases were 
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figure 9. the rotunda with cedar of lebanon. 
photo: adrian James, may 2013

figure 8. the lake. photo: adrian James, may 2013

plentiful in 1758 and 1759, including seed of Magnolia grandiflora, possibly yielding 
one of those grown on the dairy wall.43 these came from the southern united states 
and many of the plants listed at this time were from north america. the american 
John bartram was collecting seeds and plants in the east and sending annual boxes of 
seeds to his english agent peter collinson, a keen gardener, who distributed them to 
landowners and nurserymen, such as christopher gray, James gordon, James lee and 
John bush. many of the nurseries were located in west london; milne’s land use map of 
1800 shows large areas of nursery and market gardens near the thames and, as brown 
lived in hammersmith, he would have had good contacts within the trade.44

‘evergreen bird cherry’, Prunus caroliniana, from the south-eastern united states, is 
on an invoice dated 17 february 1758 from christopher gray & co., which specialized 
in north american plants, and another from James gordon on 4 march 1758.45 the 
plant is mentioned in the literature as being grown by 1759.46 another shrubbery plant 
which appeared on the same invoice from James gordon was double spanish broom, 
Spartium junceum flore pleno, which cost five shillings, indicating that it was considered 
to be special: single-flowered plants had been purchased in 1747 for three pence each.47 
gray & co. supplied a large number of hollies, most costing less than two shillings (e.g. 
twenty-eight for two guineas), but two Dahoon hollies, Ilex cassine, from the south-
east united states, were five shillings each.48 gold and silver variegated hollies grew 



83the plant collection at croome park, worcestershire

in the home shrubbery.49 more american trees came from James scott in June 1758: 
‘white ash of pensilvania’, Fraxinus americana, and ‘north american plane’, Platanus 
occidentalis.50 a few months later, the same nursery in chiswick provided scarlet horse 
chestnuts, Aesculus pavia, and weeping willows, Salix babylonica; together with other 
purchases of the same period, it indicates that major tree planting continued.51

one group of north american plants is of interest because the invoices predate the 
accepted dates of introduction to britain. in february 1759, James gordon supplied 
the prostrate canadian juniper, Juniperus communis var. depressus (at five shillings), 
previously thought to have been introduced in 1783.52 from ferne and garraway, in 
february 1761, came seeds of the american chestnut, Castanea dentata and the chinkapin 
oak, Quercus prinoides, previously thought to have been introduced in 1783 and 1816.53 
the croome gardeners tried to raise many plants from seed. in 1763, wilson & sanders 
supplied ‘43 sorts of american seeds, £2’ and ‘80 sorts of carolina seeds, 1 gn.’; a similar 
order was sent the following year but there were then ‘130 sorts of carolina seeds’.54 
thirty years later, in 1795, conrad loddiges was the supplier of ‘1 box american seeds 
containing 153 different trees and shrubs, 5 gns’; this was repeated in 1801.55 however, 
arthur young wrote:

the american acorns are sent over in such wretched order, or are preserved on ship 
board so badly, that hardly one in 50,000 turns out good for anything. lord c. has had 
many boxes without finding that a single acorn succeeded, which makes the seed from 
these trees so much the more valuable.56

lord coventry collected magnolias and some varieties were purchased many times, 
appearing on forty-eight invoices, some of which contain several plants (see appendix 
b). Different names are used for the same plant, e.g. small magnolia, swamp magnolia 
and Magnolia glauca are all probably Magnolia virginiana; the large magnolia was 
Magnolia grandiflora and the deciduous magnolia and umbrella-leaved magnolia were 
Magnolia tripetala. many plants are listed simply as ‘magnolia’ but others identifiable in 
the collection are Magnolia acuminata and Magnolia liliiflora. the latter was supplied 
by James colvill in 1796 (introduced 1790); it cost two guineas and differs from the 
other plants in originating from china, rather than north america.57 in addition to the 
three large Magnolia grandiflora, young listed Magnolia tripetala growing in the home 
shrubbery and described Magnolia glauca as ‘so singularly sweet as to scent the whole 
walk’.58 he also mentioned four magnolias planted in the arboretum. sixteen taxa were 
listed in 1824, some as greenhouse shrubs.59

twenty-four oaks have been identified from the croome bills and thirty-three are 
listed in Hortus Croomensis (see appendix b). some grew in the arboretum and unusual 
leaves and acorn cups can still be found there. turkey oaks, Quercus cerris, dating back 
to brown’s plantings, survived near the temple greenhouse until recently; this variety 
was purchased several times, the first being in 1760.60 the ragnal oak also appears 
several times in the bills; it is a form of Quercus cerris which grew at ragnal, near 
tuxford, in nottinghamshire.61 a cork oak, Quercus suber, grew just beyond the temple 
greenhouse; again, the species was bought repeatedly, the first time in 1759.62 Quercus × 
hispanica syn. Quercus × hispanica ‘lucombeana’, the lucombe oak, a hybrid between 
Quercus cerris and Quercus suber, was raised by an exeter nurseryman from seed sown 
in 1762 and bought by the earl of coventry in 1781, 1784 and 1791.63 in 1838, loudon 
recorded a fifty-six-year-old tree at croome being seventy-nine feet high and a thirty-
year-old tree forty-five feet high.64 Quercus bicolor, the swamp white oak, was bought in 
1775 and predates the previously recorded date of introduction of 1800.65
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a large number of conifers were planted at croome, including eighteen different 
pines. the earl bought ten Pinus strobus trees in 1749 and a further thirty in 1758–
60, all from samuel hewitt of brompton road, kensington.66 by 1765 he was buying 
seed and several purchases were made, usually two ounces per year.67 this would have 
required land for raising the seedlings and there is a nursery shown on a map of 1796.68 
from 1790, the amount of seed increased and trees were again included; particularly 
large quantities are one pound of seed in 1792 and one thousand trees in 1796.69 this 
indicates plantations for timber and would have been encouraged by the american war of 
independence (1775–83), which halted imports. in 1790, one thousand sweet chestnut, 
Castanea sativa, and one thousand larch, Larix decidua, were planted.70 they must have 
had an impact on the landscape. a siberian stone pine, Pinus cembra, grew near the 
rotunda; the 1824 guide describes the species as slow growing so that most collections 
contained small plants only but this was ‘the largest in the kingdom’, producing cones 
each year.71 this variety was bought several times, the first in 1783.72 the hudson bay 
pine, Pinus banksiana, was purchased in 176073 and Pinus pumila (from eastern asia) in 
1762, although their previously recorded dates of first introduction are 1785 and 1807 
respectively.74

one of the early plantings at croome was the Duke of argyll’s tea tree, Lycium 
barbarum, from china (two for four shillings), which grew in the home shrubbery.75 gray 
& co. supplied plants in 1759 (two for three shillings) and 1761 and, after christopher 
gray’s death in 1764, william burchell took over his nursery and supplied hyson tea in 
1765.76 the date of introduction in the literature is 1768 so, again, the earl’s purchases 
were earlier; however, there is no record of the plants being used to provide tea.77 another 
useful plant was the chickasaw plum, Prunus chicasa, similar to a damson but red, 
which came from william watson in 1769.78 it was a north american tree previously 
thought to have been introduced in 1806.79

the hardy chinese Koelreuteria paniculata (golden rain tree) is said to have been 
introduced by lord coventry in 1763 (figure 10); there is some evidence that Paullinia 
aurea is a synonym.80 it has panicles of yellow flowers and grows to thirty feet or more. 
the earl also introduced the winter-flowering, scented wintersweet or Chimonanthus 
praecox, for which we have no evidence of purchase (figure 11).81 curtis wrote to lord 
coventry in January 1799 because he had heard that the earl was the first in england 
to possess this plant and he wanted information about it; coventry sent him ‘a beautiful 
specimen of the plant in bloom, a seedling plant one year old, together with a seed vessel 
of the year 1798, and some seeds’. curtis wrote:

by his lordship’s direction, i received at the same time from his gardener, mr william 
Dean, the following information, in answer to my queries: ‘my lord received the plant 
from china in 1766:- it was planted in the conservatory, is now sixteen feet high, and 
expands ten feet wide:- bears a succession of flowers from september to march:- the time 
of its first blowing i cannot precisely ascertain, but believe it to be nearly twenty years 
back:- it is propagated by layers, cuttings, and seeds, the latter it produces most years at 
croome, but i believe at no other place in england:- there are plants of it at croome six 
feet high, in a warm situation in the open border, which have stood out several years by 
being covered with a single mat in severe weather.

the original plant was grown in the flower garden and in his reply to curtis the earl 
described it as ‘covered with blossoms from top to bottom, and the fragrance of it may 
be perceived at the distance of fifty yards from the conservatory’. curtis stated that his 
lordship had supplied most of the nurserymen about town with plants. william aiton, in 
Hortus Kewensis, described it as introduced in 1766 by the earl of coventry.82 
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roses

in one order from James scott, in 1759, lord coventry acquired thirty-nine different 
roses.83 as this was before the explosion of rose breeding in the early nineteenth century, 
the number of varieties available was limited; thus the earl’s purchases represented a 
considerable collection and are indicative of the obsessive manner in which he pursued 
a new interest. most cost one shilling each and for half of them he bought two bushes; 
others came as six or ten plants; the total was two hundred and twenty-eight. there 
was a rose border in the flower garden but some plants were probably included in the 
shrubberies. many of the roses in the collection were varieties which had been grown 
for two hundred years or more (table 1). ‘monthly’ roses are included on the 1759 
bill, a name usually used for repeat-flowering R. chinensis or ‘old blush’, although it 
has also been used for the ‘autumn Damask’, R. damascena semperflorens. more roses, 
mainly repeats, were added until 1763 but over the following thirty years few plants 
were bought, although John graefer sent a ‘portland rose’, a purple recurrent-flowering 
hybrid of R. damascena, in 1779.84 

there is an invoice from James lee in 1792 listing fifty-two varieties, new roses 
including R. alpina, syn. R. pendulina, with early, deep pink, single flowers and the 
centifolias ‘bishop’, ‘lisbon’ and ‘sultan’.85 four months later, matthew burchell 
supplied ‘50 roses of 25 different sorts’ so the rose border may have been undergoing 
some replanting; one guinea was paid to Daniel grimwood for R. chinensis, a ‘new 
rose from china’.86 mary lawrence supplied two roses for one guinea in 1797. two 
years later, she published the first illustrated rose book, A Collection of Old Roses 

figure 10. Koelreuteria paniculata; from The Botanical Register (london: James ridgeway, 
1818), iv, pl. 330. courtesy: missouri botanical garden (http://www.botanicus.org)
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figure 11. Chimonanthus 
praecox; from william curtis, 
The Botanical Magazine or 
Flower Garden Displayed 
(london: curtis, 1799), Xiii, 
pl. 466. courtesy: missouri 
botanical garden (http://www.
botanicus.org)

from Nature, which listed ninety varieties.87 a large order from lee in 1798 included 
two miniatures with small pompon flowers: the pink ‘rose de meaux’, R. centifolia 
pomponia, and ‘burgundy’ or ‘pompon de bourgogne’, R. centifolia parvifolia, which 
is crimson, fading to purple.

climbers

the outside of the kitchen garden walls provided space for many climbers. honeysuckles 
were among the first plants bought, although the varieties are not specified. in the 1760s, 
the invoices included Lonicera × americana, L. periclymenum and L. periclymenum 
quercifolia. L. tartarica was also purchased but that is a bushy shrub. yellow carolina 
jasmine, Gelsemium sempervirens, was bought in 1760 and other american plants were 
Bignonia radicans, now Campsis radicans (purchased 1779), and the vigorous mauve 
Glycine frutescens, or Wisteria frutescens (purchased 1792). all were still grown at 
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table 2. clematis supplied by lee and kennedy, 1792–1800

C. alpina
C. cirrhosa
C. cirrhosa var. balearica (as C. balearica)
C. crispa
C. integrifolia (not a climber)

C. ochroleuca
C. orientalis
C. viorna
C. viticella
C. viticella rubra

table 1. roses grown at croome

‘maiden’s blush’
‘Double white’ 
‘blush 100 leaved’
‘cabbage’
‘moss province’
‘singleton Dutch 100 leaved’
‘blush belgick’
‘great royal’
‘red belgick’
‘york and lancaster’
‘red austrian’
‘yellow austrian’
‘Double red’
‘true marble’
‘rosa mundi’
‘cinnamon rose’
‘Double white musk’
‘Double sweet briar’
‘evergreen’
‘burnet leaved’
‘Dwarf scotch marbled’
‘Dwarf scotch white’
‘Double yellow’
‘purple frankfurt’
‘apple bearing’

R. alba
R. alba maxima
R. centifolia
R. centifolia
R. centifolia
R. centifolia
R. damascena
R. damascena
R. damascena
R. damascena ‘versicolor’
R. foetida
R. foetida
R. gallica
R. gallica
R. gallica ‘versicolor’
R. majalis
R. moschata
R. rubiginosa
R. sempervirens
R. spinosissima
R. spinosissima
R. spinosissima
R. sulphurea
R. turbinata
R. villosa

croome in 1824. clematis were not collected until the 1790s, although C. flammula with 
small scented starry-white flowers was purchased in 1786 (table 2).88

non-wooDy plants

small ornamental plants do not feature in the early invoices, although fifty hollyhocks 
were bought in 1747 (at three pence each).89 some flowers were probably grown in the 
kitchen garden but borders in the park are unlikely to have been ready for planting 
until the layout of the shrubberies had been established. in 1759, lord coventry bought 
double snowdrops, Galanthus nivalis ‘flore pleno’, and in 1760 double sweet williams, 
Dianthus barbatus ‘flore pleno’, double white rockets, Hesperis matronalis ‘alba plena’, 
and double campions (all at sixpence each).90 Double lily of the valley, Convallaria 
majalis ‘flore pleno’, double dropwort, Filipendula vulgaris ‘multiplex’, and double 
italian chamomile were followed by a double marsh marigold, Caltha palustris ‘flore 
pleno’, and double lady smock, Cardamine pratensis ‘flore pleno’.91 early purchases of 
hardy perennials were mainly of european origin. 

more than twenty aster species appear in the plant bills, most of them introductions 
from eastern north america earlier in the eighteenth century which have had recent 
name changes. the earliest invoice, listing several asters, is from william malcolm in 
1771.92 Eurybia divaricata (white wood aster) was purchased as Aster divaricatus; it 
was introduced in 1765 as Aster corymbosus and did not appear as Aster divaricatus 
until 1800; in 1771 the croome plant would have been thought new.93 others included 
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Symphyotrichum cordifolius, S. ericoides and Doellingera umbellatus, all introduced in 
1758–59, and mauve Symphyotrichum novi-belgii, parent of the michaelmas daisies. 
the flower garden had an american border but also herbaceous borders where these 
plants could have been displayed. phlox may have been included in the borders as several 
varieties of these north american plants were grown, including the tall mauve Phlox 
maculata and P. paniculata. there were also yellow Coreopsis verticillata, Rudbeckia 
triloba and Solidago caesia, plants with late summer and autumn colour not available 
early in the century.

the earl’s plant collection included a number of hardy geraniums which came mainly 
from James lee at sixpence each, although Geranium tuberosum cost 7s. 6d.94 several 
geraniums are included in a bill from James lee of february 1792; this has four hundred 
entries, of which two hundred and twenty-six are perennials; it looks as if lord coventry 
ordered one of each in lee’s catalogue.95 the total bill came to £39 15s. 1d., showing the 
large sums that the earl was spending on plants.

some of the first ornamentals purchased were hardy bulbs (including corms and 
tubers): winter aconites, Eranthis hyemalis, were 3s. 4d. per hundred, crocus 1s. for 
forty-four and double snowdrops, Galanthus nivalis ‘flore pleno’, 1s. 8d. for fifty.96 ‘fine 
mixed broke tulips’, ‘broken’ by virus, were one guinea for fifty, a relatively modest price. 
in 1760, two spring Cyclamen coum and two autumn C. hederifolium were sixpence each 
but Lilium canadense cost ten shillings for two. Lilium chalcedonicum, with turk’s cap 
flowers, was first bought under the name ‘scarlet martagon’ in 1762, at three shillings 
for six. the large 1792 order from James lee mentioned above included Colchicum 
autumnale, Cyclamen purpurascens, Erythronium dens-canis, Leucojum aestivum, 
Lilium martagon, Muscari racemosum and Scilla peruviana. Narcissus bulbocodium (at 
2s. 6d.), Scilla bifolia and Tigridia pavonia followed.

one bill of 1761 includes Acorus calamus, which grows in shallow water, and the 
same period saw purchases of Caltha palustris ‘flore pleno’, Eupatorium purpureum and 
Lobelia cardinalis, bog plants possibly for planting in the margins of the lake or in the 
flower garden fish pond. Zantedeschia aethiopica and Helonias laeta (now Amianthium 
muscitoxicum) were also purchased, the latter first described by curtis in 1805, stating 
that it had been introduced by lord coventry in 1770.97 the illustration was drawn 
from a plant grown at malcolm’s nursery, which shows how the earl passed plant 
material around (figure 12). later purchases included Geum rivale, Iris ochroleuca, 
Lobelia siphilitica, Trollius asiaticus, Viola palustris, Iris pseudacorus and Iris versicolor. 
the pond was surrounded by ‘borders for rock plants’, which might have included the 
shorter achilleas but also Arabis alpina, Aurinia saxatilis, Bellis perennis ‘prolifera’ (in 
both red and white), Dodecatheon meadia, Erinus alpinus, Iberis sempervivum, Iris 
pumila, Sempervivum arachnoideum and Sisyrinchium bermudianum.98 Jussia repens 
(now Ludwigia adscendens), a tropical aquatic plant, was purchased in 1768 from John 
bush ‘for piccadilly’ (the earl’s london house); previously it was thought to have been 
introduced in 1816.99

the flower garden was the site of the earl’s collection of dianthus (figure 13); there 
are many references to unnamed ‘pinks’ in the early bills but named varieties included 
good’s ‘countess of coventry’, supplied by John bush in 1767.100 in 1775, James 
maddock supplied lord coventry with a collection of auriculas (table 3).101 maddock 
had grown up in warrington and moved to london in 1770, bringing with him knowledge 
of the northern weavers’ florists’ societies. the auriculas were presumably show varieties, 
as opposed to border; if ‘ortain’ was ‘mortain’, it was the first white-edged variety. 
the prices were high and the plants must have been grown under shelter because rain 
spoils the farina. several years later, the earl bought ‘7 roots of best polyanthus’ at seven 
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table 3. auriculas supplied by James maddock

‘ashwell’s earl temple’                       5s.
‘bang’s fame’                                      2s.
‘baskerville’s Julius caesar’                 3s.
‘berry’s fancyer’                                10s.
‘berry’s royal prince’                          5s.
‘courton’s Don Quixote’                     1s.
‘crouchley’s prussian hero’                 2s.
‘gorton’s earl of chatham’                 3s.
‘grundy’s aurora’                               4s.
‘grundy’s pan’                                    2s.
‘grundy’s pandora’                             2s.

‘harvey’s king george’                       2s. 6d.
‘ortain’                                                    1s.
‘parmer’s globe’                                       3s.
‘plat’s king herod’                                 10s.
‘severn’s fame’                                   2s. 6d.
‘smith’s marquess of granby’            2s. 6d.
‘taylor’s ethiopian king’                          4s.
‘thorpe’s Queen mab’                             4s.
‘turkish kaisir’                                        2s.
‘vice’s green seedling’                             2s.

figure 12. Helonias laeta; from 
John sims, Curtis’s Botanical 
Magazine or Flower Garden 
Displayed (london: curtis, 
1805), XXi, pl. 803. courtesy: 
missouri botanical garden 
(http://www.botanicus.org)

shillings.102 one ‘double striped polianthus’ at five shillings followed and, in 1793, a 
double red polyanthus. these would have been gold or silver-laced primulas because the 
‘garden’ polyanthus had not then been introduced; they would have been treated as show 
plants. Primula marginata (1s. 6d.) came in 1793 and P. cortusafolia (P. cortusoides) at 
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figure 13. Dianthus chinensis; 
from william curtis, The 
Botanical Magazine or Flower 
Garden Displayed (london: 
curtis, 1790), i, pl. 25. 
courtesy: missouri botanical 
garden (http://www. 
botanicus.org)

10s. 6d. in 1797, both from James lee, who had introduced them in 1777 and 1794, 
respectively (figure 14). in 1798, william north supplied a ‘new crimson primrose’  
(2s. 6d.) and a double oxlip (1s.).

James maddock also specialized in hyacinths. an invoice of april 1786, for a 
‘scarce yellow’ greenhouse carnation and a ‘new and most fine double wallflower’, 
included a note informing lord coventry that hyacinths had been marked for him 
while growing in holland; they would be dug up later in the year and exported (figure 
15).103 in october, the invoice for ‘very best double hyacinths’ was sent.104 there were 
eleven varieties: one of each was purchased, except for two of the large yellow ‘ophir’ 
(table 4). weston listed some hyacinths in his Universal Botanist and Nurseryman 
(1777), a book which the earl owned. ‘trianon’ was described as deep purplish violet 
and was then five guineas per bulb.
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the plant bills include annuals, many of them well-known today, but in the late 
eighteenth century they were relatively expensive (table 5). for example, twenty packets 
of hardy annual seeds cost six shillings and seven of tender annuals three shillings.105 an 
order from lee & kennedy in 1797 included many of these plants at sixpence each.106 
this bill includes a ‘yellow lathyrus’ and an earlier bill from eddie, beck & wright 
refers to ‘new yellow sweet pease’.107 the china asters are listed in the invoices as 
red, white, purple or striped, although when first introduced (1731) they came as single 
purple flowers only. lupins came as white, yellow, blue and rose. Leonotis nepetifolia 
was thought to be introduced in 1778 but appears as Phlomis nepetifolia on an invoice 
of 1762 (figure 16).108

greenhouse plants

in april 1762, the earl paid one guinea for an ‘african erica’ and also bought ‘parcels of 
Jamaican seeds’; he had turned his attention to exotic species for his new hothouses.109 

table 4. hyacinths supplied by James maddock

red         ‘perruque Quarree’                    2s.
               ‘regina rubrosum’                  10s.
               ‘rex rubrosum’                         6s.
white      ‘Don gratuit’                             4s.
               ‘gloria florum suprema’           6s.
               ‘vicomtesse de roakoull’           6s.

yellow    ‘ophir’                                       6s.
blue        ‘globe celeste’                           6s.
               ‘gloria mundi’                         10s.
               ‘marshall soubize’                      5s.
               ‘trianon’                                   10s.

figure 14. Primula cortusoides; 
from henry andrews, The 
Botanist’s Repository (london: 
andrews, 1797), i, pl. 7. 
courtesy: missouri botanical 
garden (http://www. 
botanicus.org)
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figure 15. letter from James maddock on a bill dated 17 april 1786. courtesy: worcestershire 
archive and archaeological service, bill 328

in June, gray & co. supplied plants from south america and the west indies, including 
Cassia planasquiliqua (now Senna occidentalis).110 one important invoice from lewis 
kennedy in 1762 lists the shrubs Celastrus myrtilifolius, from Jamaica, the south 
african Gnidia oppositifolia and Osteospermum ilicifolium; they were previously 
thought to have been introduced in 1810, 1783 and 1816 respectively (figure 17).111 
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figure 16. Leonotis nepetifolia; 
from The Botanical Register 
(london: James ridgeway, 
1818), iv, pl. 281. courtesy: 
missouri botanical garden 
(http://www.botanicus.org)

table 5. some of the annuals listed in the plant bills

Adonis annua, pheasant’s eye
Amaranthus tricolor, chinese spinach
Amberboa moschata, sweet sultan
Atriplex hortensis var. rubra, red orach
Callistephus chinensis, china aster
Carthamus tinctorius, false saffron
Celosia argentea, cockscomb
Cerinthe major, honeywort
Coix lacryma-jobi, Job’s tears
Consolida ajacis, larkspur
Convolvulus tricolor
Coreopsis lanceolata, tickseed
Dimorphotheca pluvialis, rain Daisy
Helianthus annuus, sunflower
Iberis umbellata, candytuft
Ipomoea purpurea, common morning glory

Lathyrus odoratus, sweet pea
Matthiola incana annua, 10 week stock
Mirabilis jalapa, marvel of peru
Moluccella laevis, bells of ireland
Nicotiana tabacum, tobacco
Nigella hispanica, spanish nigella
Nigella orientalis, oriental nigella
Polygonum orientale, Persicaria orientale
Reseda odorata, mignonette
Senecio elegans
Tagetes erecta, african marigold
Tagetes erecta (patula), french marigold
Viola tricolor, heartsease
Xeranthemum annuum
Zinnia peruviana, red Zinnia
Zinnia pauciflora, yellow Zinnia
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figure 17. Gnidia oppositifolia; 
from John sims, Curtis’s Botanical 
Magazine or Flower Garden 
Displayed (london: sherwood, neely 
& Jones, 1817), Xliv, pl. 1902. 
courtesy: missouri botanical garden 
(http://www.botanicus.org)

the plants were given linnean names: kennedy’s partner, James lee, was instrumental 
in introducing these into english horticulture. 

another group of plants that was introduced earlier than has been thought includes 
the west indian Mimosa latiseliqua (now Lysiloma latisiliquum) in 1768; Passiflora 
punctata, from peru, was one of several passifloras bought in 1768.112 Daphne sinensis 
(now Daphne odora) and Malpighia verbascifolia (now Byrsonima verbascifolia) came 
from James gordon in 1770 (figure 18).113 with the latter he sent ‘a letter of advice to 
mr. graefer’, head gardener at croome. Myrtus zeylanica (now Syzygium zeylanicum) 
from the east indies is on a bill from John bassington of 1783.114 the south african 
Brunia speciosa (now Berzelia squarrosa), appears to be another first introduction 
in 1796.115 John graefer left croome in 1776 to join James gordon as a nurseryman 
and, in march 1779, he sent lord coventry the north american Hopea tinctoria (now 
Symplocos tinctoria) at two guineas.116 in June 1790, James lee supplied some plants 
recently introduced from australia, including Banksia dentata (two guineas), probably a 
first introduction at croome.117 the earl was attracted to novelty, which the nurserymen 
seemed ready to supply. 
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the 1761 bills include the first listing of pelargoniums, then geraniums; these became 
an ongoing speciality of the croome collection and purchases are recorded until 1801.118 
in 1761, prices ranged from 1s. 6d. to 5s. but in 1793 lord coventry paid as much as three 
guineas for one plant of Pelargonium tricolor (figure 19).119 by 1824, william Dean had 
a collection of one hundred and three pelargoniums but stated that they were ‘increasing 
every year’. hybrids named then included ‘croomensis’, ‘Deanina’ and ‘lady coventry’.120

Erica herbacea, syn. Erica carnea, (from europe) is stated to be a first introduction 
by the earl in 1763.121 Hortus Kewensis lists E. herbacea as a different plant from 
E. mediterranea, which was cultivated in an oxford garden in 1648, but The Botanic 
Magazine stated that ‘this species does not appear to us to be specifically different from 
the mediterranea’.122 however, E. mediterranea is described in later volumes and the 
authors then concluded ‘from examining them more attentively, we are satisfied that 
they are distinct’.123 E. australis, from spain and portugal, was thought to have been 
introduced by the earl in 1769.124 

figure 18. Daphne odora; from 
John sims, Curtis’s Botanical 
Magazine or Flower Garden 
Displayed (london: sherwood, 
neely & Jones, 1813), 
XXXviii, pl. 1587. courtesy: 
missouri botanical garden 
(http://www.botanicus.org)
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figure 19. Pelargonium tricolor; 
from william curtis, The 
Botanical Magazine or Flower 
Garden Displayed (london: 
curtis, 1800), vii, pl. 240. 
courtesy: missouri botanical 
garden (http://www. 
botanicus.org) 

the earl was collecting ericas seriously in the early 1790s. at this time, there was 
a major increase in all his plant purchases and the number of items on one invoice was 
often large, particularly on those of James lee. it is probably because the number of 
varieties available had multiplied. some of the ericas had been introduced from the 
cape twenty years previously but must have been in short supply because they were 
expensive, usually one to three guineas; newer varieties were sometimes five guineas. 
one invoice from James lee, in 1793, lists fifteen species, including E. lachnea 
(E. lachneifolia) introduced that year, and E. planifolia, previously thought to have been 
introduced in 1795 (table 6).125 lee was a friend of the plant hunter francis masson 
and the nursery specialized in plants from the cape. another possible first introduction 
was E. filamentosa, bought from malcolm & co. in april 1798.126 spring-flowering 
E. coventryana (now E. infundibuliformis), introduced from the cape of good hope 
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in 1808, is not listed in the plant bills but was named for lord coventry and grown on 
the estate.127 the ericas were grown in the flower garden, in a greenhouse which was 
dedicated to south african plants. in 1801, there were more than one hundred128 and in 
1824 about two hundred.129 there were also proteas in the greenhouse, including Protea 
decora (Leucadendron laureolum) bought from Daniel grimwood in 1786.130 seventeen 
were bought from James lee in 1793.131 the nurseryman died in 1795 but in 1798 his 
son (also James) supplied Protea cordata and Protea grandiflora at five guineas each. the 
invoice included Protea acuminata at three guineas;132 it was one of twenty-three still 
growing there in 1824.133

fruit

in 1757 lord coventry bought seven peach trees, twenty-one in 1759, ten more a year 
later and more than forty in 1761.134 nectarines and apricots were purchased at the 
same time. this quantity could not have been contained in glasshouses so must have 
been grown outside; the kitchen garden is west facing and slopes to catch the sun. some 
trees would have been trained on the walls and invoices include ‘double-worked’ plants. 
most peach trees cost 1s. 6d. but the trained trees were 2s. 6d. the varieties are not 
always specified but include ‘gallande’, ‘grosse mignonne’, ‘montauban’, ‘neal’s early 
purple’, ‘noblesse’, ‘old newington’, ‘red magdalene’, ‘royal george’, ‘swalch’, ‘smith 
newington’ and ‘vanguard’. sometimes the same variety was listed under two different 
names and nomenclature was a problem. 

the horticultural society held a peach trial in 1826 when thirty-two synonyms of 
‘grosse mignonne’ were found.135 some nurserymen had been growing peaches from 
seed and introducing the seedlings as new varieties, even when they closely resembled 
the parent. thus, ‘neal’s early purple’ and ‘royal george’ were both deemed to be 
‘grosse mignonne’.136 Daniel grimwood used the name ‘royal george’ to celebrate the 
coronation of george iii, who came to the throne in 1760; the 6th earl purchased his tree 
in 1761 from kennedy and lee. the croome varieties would have given some succession 
of fruiting: ‘grosse mignonne’ and ‘montauban’ ripened in late august, ‘noblesse’, 
‘red magdalene’ and ‘smith’s newington’ (syn. ‘early newington’) in early september, 
‘gallande’ in mid-september, and ‘old newington’ in late september.137

the named apricots were ‘breda’, ‘brussels’, ‘great turkey’ and ‘royal orange’.138 
‘brussels’ was an old variety, with the synonym ‘roman’, which could have been 
introduced by the romans; ‘breda’ is thought to have been introduced to england from 
holland in the mid-eighteenth century and was mentioned in a catalogue of 1777 by 
richard weston, so croome must have been one of the first estates to grow it.139 the 
nectarines included ‘brugnon violet’, ‘clermont’, ‘Dutilde’, ‘lord northumberland’, 
‘murry’, ‘newington’ and ‘red roman’. 

after 1762, small quantities only of peaches, apricots and nectarines were purchased 
until 1773, when more than seventy (unspecified) trees were added; in 1776 it was forty-
eight.140 the next year of major buying was 1780, when william malcolm was the 

table 6. ericas supplied by James lee & co. (26 march 1793)

E. lutea                                    2 gns
E. marifolia                              3
E. spicata                                 2
E. discolor                               2
E. imbricata                             2
E. coccinea                              3
E. viridipurpurea                     1
E. nova                                    2

E. humilis or E. banksia                      5 gns
E. lachnea                                            3
E. translucens                                      5
E. taxifolius                                         2
E. planifolia                                         1
E. fascicularis                                      5
E. halicacaba                                       3
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nurseryman involved. he provided a detailed invoice and did so annually until 1785, 
although the number of trees reduced.141 there were very few apricots; the named ones 
are ‘algiers’ and ‘moor park’ (syn. ‘temple’), which had been introduced by lord anson, 
probably in 1760.142 the nectarines were ‘early fairchild’s’, ‘elruge’, ‘geneva’, ‘golden’, 
‘italian’, ‘peterborough’ and ‘temple’s’. ‘elruge’ was raised by captain leonard gurle 
before 1670 and named by reversing the letters of his surname; he was a hoxton 
nurseryman who became keeper of the royal garden in st James’s park. 

there are two invoices from Joseph kirke for a ‘white nectarine’, which was 
relatively expensive at two for one guinea in november 1778 and seven shillings and 
sixpence (for one) in 1781.143 this was a new variety known to be raised before 1800 
by the revd neate. it had good flavour but tended to fall before maturity. in 1790, 
grimwood sold peaches to croome, including ‘nivette’ and ‘teton de venus’.144 in 
1792, william north supplied a ‘fine new scarlet nectarine’, a ‘fine new black apricot’ 
at 7s. 6d. and ‘other new fruits’, showing that the earl was still attracted to novelty.145 
the king’s gardener, william forsyth, wrote of the ‘black apricot’ in 1802: ‘this 
has been very lately introduced by sir Joseph banks, from france.’146 banks planted 
trees on his estate, spring grove, near hounslow, which fruited for the first time in 
1799, so it is possible that the earl of coventry’s tree was planted earlier. there were 
annual invoices from lee and kennedy from 1796 to 1800, including peaches ‘brown 
nutmeg’, ‘magdalene blanc’ and ‘royal charlotte’ and nectarine ‘violet hative’, an 
old french variety.147

the early peach invoices include some pear trees, priced from sixpence to one 
shilling; a 1762 purchase, from James gordon, supplied named varieties which could 
have been used from september to June (table 7).148 from 1765 to 1771, samuel hewitt 
supplied twelve to twenty pear trees, usually dwarf, each autumn but they were not 
itemised. william malcolm supplied pears from 1773 to 1776 and listed six varieties in 
1774, with ‘large holland’s bergamot’ (syn. ‘lord cheney’s green’) and ‘monsieur Jean 
hative’ among a total of thirty-nine trees.149 there is an invoice from grimwood in 1780 
for eight trees, including two ‘Jargonelle’ and two ‘gansel’s bergamot’, a winter pear of 
good flavour raised by lieutenant-general gansel at Donneland hall, near colchester, 
essex, in 1768.150 malcolm supplied a few trees from 1782 to 1785, ‘virgouleuse’ (for 
January) and ‘royal bergamot’ being new names.151 the last pears invoiced were bought 
from lee and kennedy.152 trained trees had increased in price to five shillings each and 
included two ‘autumn bergamot’; the dwarf trees, at one shilling each, included ‘swan’s 
egg’ (for november) and ‘catillac’ (a cooking pear).153

croome park had an extensive orchard behind the church and the shrubbery walk 
to the flower garden and lord coventry’s planting began in earnest in 1759 with one 
hundred and fourteen standard apple trees.154 twenty-eight dwarf trees of unnamed 
varieties at one shilling each had been ordered in 1757 and may have been planted in the 
orchard or the walled garden.155 in 1760, a further twenty-seven standard apples were 
planted and regular but smaller additions of standard trees, mainly from samuel hewitt, 

table 7. pears bought from James gordon in 1763

‘bergamot’
‘beurre du roi’ (syn. ‘beurre gris’)
‘grey beurre’ (‘brown beurre’, ‘beurre gris’)
‘summer bon chretien’
‘winter bon chretien’
‘charleroi’
‘chaumontel’

‘colmar’ (syn. ‘bergamot’)
‘crassane’
‘gross rousselet’
‘la chassory’
‘lord cheney’s green’
‘st. germain’
‘supreme’
‘sweet william’
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were made in the next decade. a further sixty dwarf trees were ordered in 1767 and in 
the 1770s and 1780s more dwarf than standard trees were planted.

two dwarf codlins, small green cooking apples, were included in 1760. several invoices 
mention ‘golden pippins’, a famous old english dessert apple, recorded by parkinson in 
1629.156 ‘nonpareils’ were also planted, introduced from france in the sixteenth century. 
in 1768, a notable purchase was four trees of american apples, expensive at two shillings 
and sixpence each.157 a 1780 bill lists dwarf trees of ‘golden Jennet’ and ‘herefordshire 
pearmain’ at nine pence each;158 ‘nonsuch pippins’, probably similar to ‘golden pippins’, 
were bought in 1783.159 the start of the breeding and introduction of many new varieties, 
which occurred in the nineteenth century, is shown in a bill of 1792. the earl paid 1s. 6d. 
for a ‘pomme violette or black apple’, an old french variety, and 2s. 6d. each for a ‘new 
striped bark nonpareil’ and an ‘apple with a bloom like a plum’. a ‘new tartarian crab’ 
was five shillings; it would have come from the eastern coast of the black sea, imported 
via russia after the conquest of the crimea in 1783.160 

cherry trees were bought regularly throughout the period of the plant bills. unlike 
the apples, there was no major initial planting; standards and dwarfs were planted, with 
more of the latter (table 8). the first fruit invoice includes espalier plums at nine pence 
each, which could have been for the orchard or walled garden.161 in 1762, fourteen 
dwarf trees were added, ‘green Damascus’, ‘blue perdrigon’ and ‘imperatrice’.162 further 
purchases of plums were made until 1798, sometimes a few trees only but in 1769, 1777 
and 1784 two dozen, usually dwarf (table 9). 

five grape vines (unnamed) appeared on plant bills in 1757.163 two more, ‘black 
frontignan’ (syn. ‘black frontiniac’, ‘muscat noir’), were added in 1759 at one shilling 
each and four of the same, presumably larger plants, at two shillings each, in 1761.164 in 
1764 fourteen vines were bought, the additional varieties being ‘black burgundy’ (syn. 
‘black cluster’), ‘red muscadine’, ‘red raisin’, ‘early black July’ and ‘royal muscadine’ 
(a white grape), suitable for cropping outdoors on a wall in september.165 a few vines 
only were added over the following sixteen years, including a ‘muscat of alexandria’ in 
1779, three ‘syrian’ in 1781–82, a ‘passe musk’ (syn. ‘white muscat of alexandria’) and 
two ‘black hamburgh’ in 1783.166 all these varieties would have needed protection under 
glass so a vinery must have been built by the late 1770s.167 

the walled garden slopes down from east to west and, at the west end, also slopes 
from north to south. the existing vinery was built against the north wall, fairly near 
the corner with the west wall. there were two rows of vines planted against the thirty-

table 8. cherries bought for croome

‘amber’ (syn. ‘whiteheart’)
‘black heart’
‘bleeding heart’ (syn. ‘gascoigne’s heart’)
‘heart’
‘white heart’

‘Duke’
‘may Duke’ (syn. ‘Duke’)
‘portugal’ (‘portugal Duke’?)
‘morello’
‘new turkey’ (5s.)

table 9. plums bought for croome

‘blue perdrigon’ (syn. ‘precoce de tours’)
‘bonum magnum’
‘red bonum magnum’ (syn. ‘red imperial’)
‘white bonum magnum’ (syn. ‘egg plum’)
‘fotheringham’
‘green Damascus’
‘green gage’ (syn. ‘reine claude’)
‘blue gage’

‘imperatrice’ (‘empress’, ‘blue imperatrice’)
‘indian Date’
‘large Damson’ (‘shropshire Damson’?)
‘muscle’
‘pishamon’
‘semiana’ (‘semina’?)
‘winesour’ (syn. ‘yorkshire’)
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table 10. additional varieties of grape purchased in 1791 and 1792

‘red syracuse’
‘red frontiniac’ (syn. ‘muscat rouge’)
‘grizzled frontiniac’ (syn. ‘muscat gris’)
‘white frontiniac’ (syn. ‘muscat blanc’)
‘black muscat of alexandria’
‘Zante muscat of alexandria’
‘st. peter’s’ (‘black st. peter’s’)
‘Duke of northumberland’s tokay’
‘brown tokay’

‘frankendale’ (‘frankenthal’)
‘lombardy’
‘black sweetwater’
‘orleans or large blue’
‘fine large violet’
‘black esperione’
‘white amber’
‘black portugal’ (syn. ‘alicante’)
‘catesby’s’ 

two feet long walls and separated by a path; the vines on the front wall were trained 
under the sloping glass roof, above the path (figure 20).168 in 1791, lord coventry 
purchased seventeen vines and ten the following year, many of which can be found in the 
horticultural society trials report (table 10).169 Downhill from the vinery was a fig house; 
the only plants in the invoices were two ‘malta fig’ (in 1762), a small brown fig described 
by forsyth as ‘sweet and high-flavoured, which is ripe in august and september’.170 
below that, on the south-facing slope, was a house for melons and cucumbers.171 the 
bills list ‘early romano’ melons, possibly ‘romana’, and ‘cantelope’, but there were 
many varieties of this.172 a ‘new scarlet flesh roick cantelope’ could have been ‘rock 
cantelope’ or ‘scarlet fleshed cantelope’.173

below the melon house were pineapple pits, hotbeds covered by glass. the first 
pineapples recorded were two in november 1759 (sixpence each) but two dozen were 
bought a few months later and, in 1767, forty were invoiced ‘to fruit in 1768’.174 in 
march 1770, two large and expensive plants were bought from James shiells, costing 
10s. 6d. each, so the earl must have particularly wanted a pineapple for his dinner 
table.175 sixty fruiting plants and one hundred for succession followed six months later 
and then one hundred suckers in 1773: the croome gardeners started a new batch every 
few years.176 one hundred and fifty plants were bought in each of the years 1777, 1786 
and 1791.177 these large quantities were unnamed or ‘of sorts’ but three intermediate 
purchases of smaller numbers were listed in detail. James shiells supplied two plants each 
of ‘black antigua’ (at 15s. each), ‘green sugarloaf’ (7s. 6d. each), ‘bogwarp’ (7s. 6d.), 
‘monserrat’ (5s.) and ‘striped sugarloaf’ (5s.) in 1775.178 the earl may have thought that 
his pineapple crop could be improved because plans for a forcing house were included at 
two guineas. twenty ‘black antigua’ came from william malcolm in 1780 (small plants at 
1s. 6d. each).179 in 1791, alexander cunningham listed twenty-five ‘Queen’ pines at three 
shillings each, twenty-one ‘black antigua’, two ‘smooth antigua’ and two ‘olive greens’ 
all at five shillings, a total of ten pounds; packaging and transport was ten shillings.180 

citrus fruit became fashionable in seventeenth-century england and some gardeners 
obtained good crops; they were an accepted fruit when the 6th earl set up his orangery. 
some trees were bought before the temple greenhouse was built so must have had a 
winter home in another glasshouse; there was an orangery in the flower garden by 1801.181 
seed of lime, citron and shaddock were bought in 1761 and some orange trees.182 John 
bassington sold the earl two citron trees at fourteen shillings each in 1762 and a further 
citron and an orange in 1763.183 orange trees were invoiced by gregori and marsano 
in march 1763 but, the following year, the amount owing was reduced to zero because 
they had died.184 in 1764, six orange trees, at one guinea each, were bought in march 
and in may a further three larger trees and a citron were added, at six guineas each, with 
four tubs at twenty-two shillings each.185 the first lemon trees came in october 1764 
(two at fifteen shillings) and bills in 1765 included ‘bergamot’, ‘Double blossomed’ and 
‘myrtle leaved’ oranges.186 there were no further purchases until 1781, when four more 
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figure 20. scaled plan of the vinery (etched 1806); from george tod, Plans, elevations and 
sections, of hot-houses, green-houses, an aquarium, conservatories, &c., recently built in 

different parts of England, for various noblemen and gentlemen : including a hot-house and 
green-house in Her Late Majesty’s gardens at Frogmore (london, 1823), pl. 13. 

courtesy: the croome estate trust
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orange trees were ordered, at one guinea each, and a ‘mandarin’ at twelve shillings.187 
in 1785, five different suppliers provided citrus trees, including four specified for lady 
coventry.188 four bills only occur in the following twenty years but it is possible that the 
gardeners were raising trees from their own seed, which was common practice. 

mid-eighteenth-century gooseberries had names descriptive of their appearance, 
sometimes comparing them with plums: lord coventry bought ‘amber’, ‘green Damson’, 
‘rough red’ and ‘smooth green gage’ in 1760 (table 11).189 following purchases were 
of a few varieties at irregular intervals. in north-west england, gooseberry clubs and 
competitions became popular among the weavers, who grew their own plants from seed. 
many new varieties were named, including ‘conqueror’, ‘matchless’ and ‘nonsuch’. in 
1786, the earl purchased a collection of thirty different gooseberries (two of each) from 
James maddock; most were sixpence each but some were one shilling; few were grown 
in the horticultural society trial forty years later.190 

fifty ‘Double bearing’ raspberries were bought for croome in 1759; also known 
as ‘perpetual bearing’, these were a red which fruited twice or, sometimes, from June 
to november.191 ‘white’ and ‘red Dutch’ were also bought and ‘black’, in 1760, but 
there were no further purchases for many years, presumably because the gardeners were 
propagating their own.192 however, in april 1786, James maddock supplied a ‘new and 
most fine antwerp yellow raspberry’, 10s. 6d. for one plant (figure 15).193 in october, the 
price had dropped to three plants for one guinea and they were described as ‘prolific’.194 
this variety is recorded as being first grown in yorkshire by lord middleton, having been 
given to his son by the governor of antwerp in c.1783, and was described by william 
Driver in 1788.195 roach mentioned that after this william north and James maddock 
‘introduced it into cultivation by the end of the century’ but maddock sold it to lord 
coventry much earlier.196 in 1791, walter hay supplied a ‘new scarlet’ at 7s. 6d. and a 
‘new red’ at 5s. and north a ‘large new red antwerp’ (5s.) in 1792.197 the last was 
thought to have been raised by cornwall of barnet, who named it ‘red antwerp’ simply 
because the fruit was as large as ‘yellow antwerp’. 

‘chili’ strawberries and another unnamed ‘very large’ variety were bought for 
croome in 1759.198 ‘pine apple’ strawberries (2s. 6d. per one hundred) and ‘green’ (2s. 

table 11. gooseberries in the croome plant bills

‘amber’
‘barlow’s raspberry’
‘black walnut’
‘blinkthorn’s red bull’
‘costerdine’s green lizard’
‘Damson’
‘fairchild’s’
‘gill’s seedling’
‘globe crimson’
‘green Damson’
‘gregory’s highland king’
‘gregory’s mount pleasant’
‘gregory’s nonsuch’
‘hampron’s caison’
‘hertfordshire red’
‘hutton’s black prince’
‘hutton’s goldfinch’
‘hutton’s great caesar’
‘Jackson’s golden Drop’
‘Jackson’s slim’
‘kenyon’s sampson’
‘kenyon’s white lion’
‘large green’

‘law’s carpenter’
‘layforth seedling’
‘maninsi’s seedling’
‘mather’s alexander’
‘mile’s seedling’
‘mile’s white elephant’
‘moryal’
‘new green lancashire’
‘nield’s white rose’
‘pendleton’s matchless’
‘rawlinson’s king’
‘rawlinson’s royal george’
‘red orleans’
‘richardson’s seedling’
‘rough red’
‘smooth green gage’
‘sugarsweet’
‘thorpe’s miss gough’
‘tillotson’s seedling’
‘transparent’
‘worthington’s conqueror’
‘yellow hairy Damson’
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for one hundred) followed and five hundred each of ‘chili’ and ‘alpine’ were bought 
in 1780.199 there is little mention of currants in the plant bills and there could have 
been existing stocks in the walled garden. the pale red ‘champagne’ was bought in 
1762 and white ‘pearl’ in 1763.200 other fruits with few entries are medlars, mulberries 
and quinces. three standard medlars were bought in 1760 and two more in 1761 but 
none was named.201 mulberry seed (of no further description) was supplied in 1761 at 
two shillings for one ounce and an american mulberry tree at five shillings came from 
James gordon in 1762.202 this would have been a red mulberry, which was not rated 
as highly as the black. standard quinces were purchased in 1758, 1761 (a dozen) and 
1771 and two dwarf american trees, at three shillings each, in 1763.203 fifty filberts 
were bought in 1759, a black walnut in 1764 and sweet chestnuts in the 1770s.204 
exotic fruits were Carica papaya, at five shillings, in 1761, Passiflora quadrangularis in 
1773 and 1786, and a coconut, Cocos nucifera, at five guineas, in 1798.205 a plant of 
the last and ‘above a dozen varieties of the passion flower’ were growing in the home 
shrubbery hothouse in 1801.206

vegetables

samuel hewitt supplied vegetable seed to croome in June 1758 and his company (later 
hewitt & smith) continued to do so until 1779, when william malcolm became the 
supplier. from the mid-1780s, other seedsmen were also used but william malcolm 
& sons continued to supply seed until 1795, with John and John field being suppliers 
from 1794 to 1803. there was one main order of vegetable seed each year, as gardeners 
found that if they saved their own seed cross-pollination often occurred.207 the estate 
would have been as self-sufficient as possible and winter vegetables, fresh or dried, 
would have been of great importance. there was a seed room behind the back wall of 
the vinery.

peas were usually ordered by the peck, sometimes a half-peck; one invoice might list 
three or four varieties (table 12). charlton was an area of london which specialized in 
the production of pea seeds. ‘rouncival’ was an old, large, late season variety that was 
dried and used in soups; ‘marrowfat’ was probably descended from ‘rouncival’. varieties 
of ‘hotspur’ were developed in the eighteenth century. ‘sugar peas’ were mangetout, 
eaten as whole pods; fresh green peas were not only used in savoury dishes but also in 
desserts: pastries topped with icing.

mazagan beans, similar to windsor broad beans, Vicia faba, were the preferred 
type of the period although kidney beans, varieties of Phaseolus, became increasingly 
common in the eighteenth century.208 guiney bean could be guinea or new guinea bean, 
Lagenaria siceraria, which does not originate from new guinea and is not a bean but an 

table 12. peas bought for croome

‘blue prussian’
‘blue union’
‘branchino marrow’
‘crooked sugar’ (or ‘sickle’)
‘crown’
‘Dwarf marrons’
‘early charlton’
‘early guiney’
‘early golden hotspur’
‘early mama’
‘french sugar’
‘large french’
‘ledman’s Dwarf’
‘marrow fats’

‘marvel’ 
‘master’s hotspur’
‘nichol’s early’ 
‘nonpareil’
‘ormorod’s hotspurs’
‘paddington’
‘patagonian’
‘pearl’
‘readings’
‘spanish morottos’
‘sugar marrow’
‘tall marrons’
‘true turner’s’
‘white rouncevals’
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edible gourd. it was one of the first cultivated plants, about the size of a courgette and 
eaten in a similar way; a vigorous annual climber, it would have to have been raised in a 
glasshouse at croome (table 13).

brassicas grown at croome included cabbage, early and late, and colewort, eaten 
as young greens, i.e. spring greens (table 14); one invoice listed ‘cabbage: 8 sorts’. 
‘2 sorts’ of borecole are mentioned and ‘curled’; these were winter-hardy kales.209 
‘italian’, ‘early purple’, ‘late purple’ and ‘yellow’ broccoli were grown and early 
and late cauliflower. brussels sprouts were invoiced in 1786 at 1s. 6d. for two ounces 
of seed. for comparison, ‘most fine’ early cauliflower was 2s. 6d. per ounce. the 
sprouts were only recently introduced to britain and would have been more open than 
modern varieties.

one bill of 1762 mentions ‘orange carrot’, because these were fairly new, while 
others refer to short and long orange but ‘early horn’ is the only named variety. 
there were ‘beets of 4 sorts’, ‘red beet’ and ‘malcolm’s’. turnips were ‘Dutch’, ‘early 
Dutch’, ‘french’, ‘german’, ‘london white’, ‘stone’, ‘white round’ and ‘yellow’. 
radish were ‘scarlet’, ‘short top’, ‘salmon’ and ‘white turnip’. other root vegetables 
were parsnips, hamburg parsley, salsify, scorzonera and skirrit but these were given 
no further description. potatoes appear on an invoice of 1768 (one bushel of wise’s 
potatoes for 3s. 6d.) and later bills include white and red but ‘red nosed kidney’ was 
used most often.

lettuce was important for salads; endive was also used and came as ‘batavia’, 
‘broad’, ‘green curled’ and ‘white’ (table 15). chicory was bought, as succory, and 
forced for chicons. indian cress (nasturtiums), curled cress and ‘white mustard’ were 
eaten and also winter-hardy corn salad and golden purslane. ‘small salletting’ usually 
comprised seed leaves of cress, mustard, rape, radish and turnip. ‘spinach of sorts’ is 
listed; it came as round or prickly, referring to the seed shapes. 

table 13. beans bought for croome

‘battersea’ vf
‘black speckled kidney’ p
‘broad spanish’ 
‘canterbury kidney’ p
‘Dwarf fan’
‘early guiney’
‘early maragan’ (‘mazagan’) vf 
‘early white’
‘early yellow Dwarf kidney’ p
‘french’
‘ginza maragon’
‘large white Dutch kidney’ p
‘lisbon’ vf
‘long red’ 
‘mumford’s’

‘nonpareil’ vf
‘red speckled’ p
‘sandwich’
‘scarlet runners’ p
‘small spanish’
‘sparrow egg french’
‘speckled Dwarf kidney’ p
‘swedish longpod’ vf
‘sword longpod’ vf
‘taylor’s true windsor’ vf
‘tokens’ (‘tokers’) vf
‘turkey longpod’ vf
‘white blossom’ vf
‘windsor’ vf

note: p, Phaseolus; vf, Vicia faba.

table 14. cabbages bought for croome

‘alnwick’
‘battersea’
‘cotswold’
‘Drum’
‘early yorkshire’
‘flat Dutch’
‘imperial’

‘large english’
‘large hollow’
‘long holland’
‘long scotch’
‘red Dutch’
‘savoy’
‘sugarloaf’



105the plant collection at croome park, worcestershire

onions are listed as ‘Deptford’, ‘portugal’, ‘red spanish’, ‘silver skin’, ‘strasburg’ 
and ‘welch’ (a corruption of the german word walsh, i.e. foreign). leek seed was bought 
and rocambole (shallots). garlic was used and on one occasion four pounds were bought. 
finochia (florence fennel), celery (‘italian’ and ‘north’s’), celeriac (‘hungary celery’) 
and cardoons were grown, the last cultivated like celery and the blanched stems cooked. 
asparagus was grown at croome in quantity: eight hundred crowns were bought in 1764 
and the same amount again in 1766; in 1768 there was an order for fifteen hundred and 
fifty, which came in a hamper costing two shillings.210 cucumber varieties were ‘early’, 
‘long’, ‘long roman’, ‘prickly’ and ‘turkey’. tomatoes first appeared in the bills in 
1791, as ‘love apple’, and the same order included capsicum. herbs were included in the 
orders of vegetable seed (table 16). tarragon was bought as plants: four dozen in 1764 
and a further dozen in 1766.

conclusions

the 6th earl of coventry was an obsessive collector of plants; his collection was 
broad-based, covering trees to alpines, but within it were highly specialized groups (see 
appendix b). he sought out the latest introductions and spent a fortune on his hobby. 
he was forward-looking and encouraged young talent: lancelot brown, robert adam 
and John graefer.211 the earl was influential; in a letter of 1836, thomas andrew knight 
wrote: ‘the mayor of worcester, some years ago, when george iii addressed him, said 
“please your majesty, lord coventry speaks for me”. many of our legislators might say 
“and thinks for me”’.212

lord coventry was clearly respected by the horticultural world. the minutes of the 
horticultural society of london record that on the 28 march 1804 he was admitted as 
a member, one of the first as the society’s inaugural meeting of seven founders had been 
held on 7 march. Ranunculus asiaticus ‘earl of coventry’, yellow with a red edge, was 
named after him.213 Erica coventryana was described by loddiges (figure 21):

it has been named in commemoration of the late earl of coventry, a truly noble and 
liberal encourager of botany. his lordship’s collection at croome, in worcestershire, 
was very extensive, and particularly rich in hardy trees and plants, and he continued to 
add to it, to the latter part of his life. […] we feel pleasure in acknowledging that he was 
a kind patron of our establishment in its earlier times.214 

table 15. lettuces bought for croome

‘ball’
‘batavia’
‘brown Dutch’
‘cabbage’
‘cilvia’
‘cos’
‘Dutch’

‘early cos’
‘grand admiral’
‘hardy’s’
‘late spotted’
‘silesia’
‘white cos’

table 16. herbs used at croome

angelica
sweet basil
borage
burnet
caraway
chervil
clary
coriander

Dill
hyssop
knotted marjoram
sweet marjoram
curled parsley
hamburgh parsley
summer savory
thyme
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much of the 6th earl’s collection was still flourishing in 1903 but it has since been 
lost.215 however, without lord coventry’s patronage, the horticultural industry may 
not have introduced some of the plants grown today and modern gardens would be 
poorer.
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figure 21. Erica coventryana; 
from conrad loddiges & sons, 
plates by george cooke, The 
Botanical Cabinet (london: 
John & arthur arch, John 
hatchman, rodwell & martin 
and loddiges & sons, 1820), 
v, pl. 423. courtesy: missouri 
botanical garden (http://www.
botanicus.org) 
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