The transformation of Trentham Park in the 18th century

Andrew Dobraszczyc

Trentham Park was the private park of the Leveson-Gower family of Trentham Hall, Staffordshire.
The park which exists today (1999) was in the main created in the 18th century. These notes have
been produced for a lecture at the Potteries Museum & Art Gallery which will attempt to revise the
traditional view of the changes which took place in the park during this period. Discussion of these
changes to date has focused entirely on the ornamental changes to the park landscape. They can be
found in the series of articles on Trentham written by John Cornforth and published in Country Life in
1968 and in Dorothy Stroud’s book on Capability Brown (3rd edition) published in 1975. This lecture
will look at the wider aspects of those changes and will also consider the effect which they had on the
communities in the vicinity of the park. The lecture will suggest that the park landscape can best be
understood by looking at it during three periods: 1540 to 1680 when the park attached to the former
Augustinian monastery remained largely unaltered; 1680 to 1754 when the first alterations were made
by the first and second baron Gower; and 1754 to 1803 when the park underwent the its greatest
transformation under the second Earl Gower. The result was to clear the public out of the land around
the Hall by a huge enlargement of the park. It was only after this process was well under way that
Capability Brown was brought in to re-landscape the park in the 3rd quarter of the 18th century.

Before we can understand what happened to the park in the 18th century it is necessary to make some
brief reference to its earlier history. Trentham was formerly the property of an Augustinian Priory
founded in the middle of the 12th century. The priory, along with other monastic institutions, was
dissolved by Henry VIII in 1537 and three years later it was bought by James Leveson, a wool
merchant, from Wolverhampton. The first surviving estate map from the end of the 16th century
shows that the park originally attached to Trentham Hall was very much smaller than it is today. The
map entitled “Parcell of the Mannor of Trentham conteyning LXXXVIII (=538) acres”, dated 1599, is in
Staffordshire Record Office. It shows a small pool immediately south of “T'rentham Manor House”
(Trentham Hall). Below this were two fields - Nether Park and Over Park - which totalled sixteen and
a half acres. Then the most important feature in the landscape was “Trentham Copy” or “Trentham
Wood”. The first description of this wood appears in the Doomsday Book in the eleventh century: The
King holds Trentham.... There is a wood one mile long and half a mile broad. The wood was not called
Kings Wood until the middle of the 19th century. In 1599 “Kings Wood” was the name given to a large
area of unenclosed land on the west side of Trentham wood. The northern boundary of Trentham wood
or “Coppy” was formed by a footpath which ran from the bridge over the river Trent behind Trentham
Hall south west in the direction of Beech. The southern boundary ran along the border between the
parishes of Trentham and Stone. The east side of the wood, the area later occupied by Trentham lake,
then contained fields of meadow land on both sides of the river Trent. Altogether the pool, the two
park fields and Trentham wood contained about 180 acres. They are shown superimposed on the six
inch ordnance survey map on page 3. '

Trentham manor house was rebuilt in the seventeenth century by Sir Richard Leveson (1598-1661).
The account books kept by John Terricke, his agent, and the engravings published in 1686 in Plot’s
“Natural History of Staffordshire” provide us with a detailed picture of the rebuilding of the hall.
Construction took place over eight years between 1630 and 1638. The total cost was £6165 17s 4d,
which covered not only the building of the hall itself, but also stables, barns, the laying out and
planting of gardens and orchards, as well as work carried out in Trentham church and Barlaston
chapel. Those who are interested in the details of the rebuilding should look at Malcoln Airs’s book,
The Tudor and Jacobean Country House: A Building History (1995). Here it is sufficient to say that
the view which appears in Plot’s book, and is reproduced on the next page, shows that the new house
had a symmetrical west front with a central porch and projecting wings on either side. Curved Dutch
gables and pinnacles abounded and were sometimes combined with balustraded parapets. Around the
parapet of the walled courtyard at the front was the inscription “CARLO BRITANIAE REGE
RICARDUS LEVESON EQVES BALNEI AEDES HASCE HIC FIERI VOLVIT” (In the reign of King
Charles Richard Leveson knight willed that this bath house should be constructed here). The overall
effect was redolent of an earlier architectural style: Elizabethan in plan and Jacobean in facade, quite
unlike the Palladian style of the Banqueting House constructed by Inigo Jones for Charles I in
Whitehall. There is no evidence in the estate papers that this building activity was accompanied by
any changes to the park. When Sir John’s estates were inherited by William (Leveson) Gower, (c.1640-
1691), of Stittenham in Yorkshire, in 1667, the size and lay-out of the park appear to have been the
same as they had been at the end of the 16th century.



ABOVE: Part of a view of Trentham Hall from the south west produced for Robert Plot’s Natural
History of Staffordshire, 1686. In the foreground is part of the “Old Park” between the Hall and
Trentham wood enclosed by a park pale.

Both Sir William Leveson-Gower and his son, John (1675-1709), who inherited the estate in 1691,
were responsible for alterations and improvements to Trentham Hall. For our purposes the changes
which they made to Trentham park were much more significant. In 1681 the estate accounts record
the expenditure of £152 on the purchase of part of “Kings Wood”. This was a triangular shaped area of
land on the south west side of Trentham wood bordered on the north side by the road to Beech and on
the south side by the parish boundary (see map on the next page). Some time later it was enclosed by a
wooden fence and added to Trentham park. Its incorporation into the park may not have occurred
until after 1703 when Sir John Leveson-Gower was elevated to the peerage as Baron Gower because
the estate papers of the early 18th century describe the area as “Lord Gower’s New Park” to distinguish
it from the “Old Park” on the north east side of Trentham wood. During his ownership a new lake was
formed next to the old park on the east side of Trentham wood. In 1695 the reverend George Plaxton,
who supervised the general management of the family’s estates in Staffordshire and Shropshire, wrote
to Earl Gower: “As to the pool I assure you it will be the noblest & most profitable thing that ever was
at ye house. It will reach from the white Gates up to the Coppy on the hill [Trentham wood], the Dam
will be about 460 odd yards in length.” The copy of an early 18th century plan taken from Cornforth’s
article and reproduced below shows the new lake with a long walk running down from the house and
across the lake. As a result of these changes the area of the park, including the wood and the lake, had
almost doubled in size to about 350 acres by the beginning of the 18th century.

BELOW: A copy of an early 18th century plan showing the lay-out of the new lake and walk. Trentham
Hall is at the north end of the long walk on the right hand side of the map.




The map below is an extract from the first edition six inch ordnance survey map surveyed in 1877. It
shows the extent of the wood, park and lake in 1709 when John Leveson-Gower (1694-1754) inherited
the estate as the second baron. He began his life as a Jacobite, but changed his allegiance to the
Hanovarians. In 1746 he was created Viscount Trentham and Earl Gower - a reward for loyalty in

raising a regiment to confront the Jacobite Rebellion.
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@ During the ownership of John Leveson-Gower, the second baron, a number of significant improvements
were made to his estate at Trentham. The basis of these improvements was a series of maps produced
by Thomas Burton, a surveyor. Between c.1714 and c.1725 he was commissioned to survey and map
the whole parish of Trentham, the Royalty of Normacot in the parish of Stone, and part of the parish of
Stoke-upon-Trent at Longton in the ownership of the Leveson-Gower family. These surveys were a
prelude to the improvement of the agricultural estate, the enclosure of waste land and the exploitation
of the mineral deposits, coal and ironstone, at Mear Heath. Lord Gower secured the agreement of the
freeholders for the enclosure of Lightwood Common in the parish of Stone in 1725 and enclosed his
portion shortly afterwards. In 1734 he obtained an Act for the enclosure of 650 acres at Lightwood
Forest in the parish of Trentham. The surveys were also a precurser to the enlargement and
improvement of the park around Trentham Hall.

One of the maps at Staffordshire Record Office by Thomas Burton is of the parish of Trentham west of
the river Trent c1714. Part of the map showing the land west of Trentham Hall is reproduced below.
At the beginning of the 18th century this area was still occupied by 12 fields totalling almest 90 acres
and the unenclosed part of Kings Wood which contained 137 and a half acres. Burton’s map clearly
indicates the changes proposed for this land: the existing field boundaries were to be grubbed up; the
remainder of Kings Wood was to be enclosed; and three rides were to be laid out across the enlarged
park to complement the long walk across the lake and the ride through Trentham Wood. The result of
these changes was to enlarge the park by a further 227 acres by the mid 1720s.
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Over a period of about forty years the park boundary had been moved considerably further west from P
the edge of Trentham wood to the side of the Eccleshall Road. Various estate maps in Staffordshire
Record Office also show that by the late 1720s the original park pale had been replaced by a brick wall
along the southern boundary and for part of the western boundary along the Eccleshall Road. These
changes did not ensure complete privacy for the family because two public footpaths ran across the
park from the bridge over the river Trent behind Trentham Hall. The bridge also carried the road
which ran west from Trentham to Hanchurch and Butterton. The narrow width of the bridge had been
a problem for a considerable period of time and recesses had been provided over the butresses to allow
pedestrians to avoid horses and carriages. One solution would have been to widen the bridge but that
would have kept the public highway in close vicinity to the Hall. The estate pursued a different and
more expensive option but one which moved the public highway away from the Hall. In the early
1740s they paid Richard Trubshaw to build a new and wider bridge further north across the river
Trent. John Boulton provided the stone from Beech quarry and the estate paid the owner, Thomas
Fitzherbert Esq., of Swinnerton Hall, for “soil breach”. The line of the road to Hanchurch was also
altered so that it ran further north along the bottom of Hargreaves Wood. The old bridge was retained
but Park Drive was now virtually a private access road to Trentham Hall and Trentham parish church
(see map page 13).

The park including the wood and lake now totalled almost 580 acres compared with 180 acres in about
1680. The management of the enlarged park was placed in the hands of the Penson family who had
been in the service of the Leveson family since the 1580s. James Penson was the park keeper

in the mid 1720s when he was paid £20 a year by the estate. One of his duties was to look after the
herd of deer which was culled annually. The estate accounts record the payment of his expences taking
venison to London for the family and their friends.

The engraving below shows Trentham, “the seat of Earl Gower”, in 1750 looking west from the land
now occupied by Trentham Golf Course. In the distance on the right is Trentham Hall. This had been
substantially rebuilt and altered by work carried out for Sir William Leveson-Gower and his two
successors in the late 17th and early 18th centuries. The lake too was altered in the late 1740s when
the accounts record the removal of the long walk. Dominating the view on the left is the “Coppy” or
Trentham Wood. The land in the immediate foreground was then occupied by fields which lay
between Trentham wood and the Stone Road. That view was to change quite radically in the second
half of the 18th century when the estate came into the possession of Granville Leveson-Gower.




Q@ Earl Gower was succeeded in 1754 by his third son, Granville (1721-1803), probably the most able and
important of the Leveson-Gowers. Elected Member of Parliament for Westminster in 1747 he was at
the centre of national and local political affairs for over forty years. In 1755 he was made Lord Privy
Seal and later became President of the Council. He was made a Knight of the Garter in 1771 and
created Marquess of Stafford in 1786. The second Earl was a notable patron of architecture and
employed Sir William Chambers to build Gower House at Whitehall in London. Over a period of
twenty five years he was responsible for substantial alterations to Trentham Hall, the park, and the
surrounding landscape. The result of his actions was to considerably restrict public access to the land
around Trentham Hall in the second half of the 18th century.

One of his first actions on inheriting the estate was to begin the process of enclosing the waste land in
the vicinity of Trentham Park. In the middle of the 18th century there were three areas of waste land
around the park in the parish of Trentham - Northwood, Hanchurch Heath and Toft Green - which
totalled 364 acres. In 1755 and 1756 Earl Gower secured the agreement of the other owners of the area
for the enclosure of the waste land. He obtained an Act of Parliament (30 Geo II ¢ 8) in 1757 the first
page of which is reproduced below.

As ACT for Confirming and Eftablifbing Two
Jeveral Articles of Agreement for Inclofing
and Dividing Northwood, Hanc¢hurch Heath
and 1Toft. Gfeen, in _tbé Manor and P)zrijh of
Trentham, in the County of Stafford.

@ B@ Dereag by Asticles of Agreement, indented, bearing.
vt Date ‘the ‘Twelfth. Day of December One thoufand
7284 Seven hundred and Fifty-five, and made between the:
(F#¢ Right Honourable Gramville Earl Gower, Lord of
¥} the Manor of Trentham,  in the County of Stafford,

’® and Owner and Proprietor of all the Tythes, both
¢ great-and {mall, arifing within the faid Manor and.
o s gees) Parith of Trentham,, of the one Part; the Righe,
PSS Honourable Mary . Countefs. Dowager Gouwer,..the,
Honourable Baptift Levefon Gower, and Rober? Barbor of Sumerford, in the.
faid County of Stafford, Efquire, Executorsand Devifees named in the laft
Will and Teftament of the Right Honourable Fobs Earl Gower, deceafed,.
Fobn Fenton of Newcaftle under Line, in. the County of Stafford, Efquire,
the Reverend Samuel Lea of Newport, in the County of Salop, Clerk, Clayson
Les of Liverpeol, in the County Palatine of Lan:aéi’ég-, Gentleman, §obn
Lovatt of Clayton, in the Parillr of Zrentham, in the faid County of Szaf-
ford, Thomas Unett and Simpfon Stevenfon. of the fame Place, Gentlemen,
William. Fill. of the Grove, in the faid County of Sraford, Gentleman,
Stephen Grofvenor of Droitwich, in the County of Worcefler, Gentlemap,
Fobn Slancy of Penkball, in the faid County of Stafford, Yeoman, Richard
W alker of Hancharch, in-.the Parith of Trentham, and Fofeph Hall of the
fame Place, Yeoman, .ofeph Knight of Darlaffon, in the {aid County of
Stafford, and Richard Ball of Trentham aforefaid, Yeoman, Fobn Collier of
Hanchurch aforefaid, and Thomas Kniveton of Butterton, in the® Parith of
Treathum aforefaid,-Yeoman, of the other Part; reciting, That there is a




The Act stated that the “said common or waste land, by reason of the same lying open, commonable, e
and uninclosed, produced very little Profit to the respective Owners and Proprietors of Messuages,
Farms, Lands, Tenements, and Hereditaments, who had a right of Common thereupon, and was
incapable of being improved, until the same should be inclosed and divided; and that the inclosing the
same would not only be beneficial to the Parties interested therein, but of publick utility;” In fact the
main beneficiary of the enclosure was Earl Gower. As lord of the manor of Trentham and the largest
property owner in the area he received the lion’s share of the enclosure award. At Hanchurch Heath
and Toft Green, he was awarded 149 acres out of the 192 acres of land available for distribution. The
other five freeholders received 43 acres between them. Similarly at Northwood he was awarded 86 out
of 125 acres of land. Earl Gower was also given all the cottages and incroachments which had been
made on the waste land.

The map below, an extract from Samuel Botham’s Map of the Trentham Estate of the Marquess of
Stafford, shows what happened to the area of the former Northwood Common on the north side of
Trentham Park. The road on the left is the Eccleshall Road. Northwood Lane runs down the centre of
the map. The dotted line marks the boundary of the former common. By the time the map was
produced in 1809 the whole of the former common was in the ownership of the Leveson-Gower family.
The northern part of the common was divided by straight new field boundaries which were typical of
land enclosed by Act of Parliament. Most of the new fields were let to the tenant of Northwood Farm.
The southern part of the common was incorporated into the open grazing land attached to the home
farm which formed part of Trentham Park. The game and underwood of Hargreaves Wood (A241 on
the map) which had formerly been readily accessible by intruders from Northwood Common were now
much more secure from outside incursion.







