
 
THE HOLFORDS OF WESTONBIRT TRUST 

   
THE HERITAGE GARDEN RESTORATION PROJECT 

 
The Holfords of Westonbirt Trust was established to:-  
 
·  conserve and restore the Westonbirt Pleasure Grounds including the Italian Gardens (Grade 1 registered) 
·  conserve and restore the state rooms in Westonbirt House (Grade 1 listed) 
·  improve and increase public access to Westonbirt House and Gardens 
·  research and develop the historical archives relating to the Holford family, the House and Gardens 
·  provide educational opportunities in horticulture, conservation, heritage and restoration 
·  raise awareness of the legacy of the Holford family 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THE GARDENS AT WESTONBIRT 
The Holford Gardens and Parkland at Westonbirt include remarkable and ornate buildings and an impressive 
landscape. The estate was laid out by three generations of the Holford family - from the early 1800s to 1926 - but 
created primarily by Robert Stayner Holford - between 1839 and 1892. Although the original exotic character 
remains, stonework in the Victorian Gardens is now at serious risk, the many beautiful water features are in need of 
urgent repair and the historic trees are approaching their end.   
 
The Trust’s project will restore and conserve the Italian Garden and the Pleasure Grounds at Westonbirt and will 
increase public access to them – promoting knowledge and enjoyment of all they can offer. Visitors will be able to 
appreciate the ornate Victorian origins of the gardens, which, until now, have been little known. Sir Roy Strong 
describes the Italian Gardens as 'one of the most amazing and exotic built garden structures to survive from the High 
Victorian era' and many visitors comment that these gardens are ‘England’s best kept secret’.     
 

 



  

Robert Stayner Holford 
in 1862 aged c.54 

 

Sir George Holford 
in c. 1925 aged c.65 

 

THE WORK TO BE DONE  
The Trust is seeking funding to restore and undertake significant and extensive conservation works to the parkland 
and the built heritage at Westonbirt - with its outstanding garden buildings, stonework, and fabric of ha-has, dry 
stone walls and iron railings. Condition surveys have demonstrated that the garden buildings and stone work are in 
an advanced state of erosion, corrosion and decay; urgent conservation is required to prevent their irreversible 
deterioration. An experienced historic landscape architect will advise on the conservation and repair of these built 
garden structures. 
 
THE WESTONBIRT HERITAGE PARTNERSHIP 
The Holfords of Westonbirt Trust and the National Arboretum at Westonbirt have formed The Westonbirt Heritage 
Partnership with the purpose of together restoring and protecting the heritage of the entire, historic, Grade1 
landscape, including the Arboretum. This will mean that the Holfords’ plant collections can be enjoyed as was first 
envisaged. The Partnership aims to ensure that Westonbirt is accessible to, cared for and celebrated by this 
generation and passed on, in good order, to the next. 
 
THE HERITAGE LOTTERY FUND 
The Westonbirt Heritage Partnership has been offered a major, but conditional, grant by the Heritage Lottery Fund. 
This will go towards the funding to carry out vital conservation work to the natural, living and built heritage within 
the Westonbirt Estate and also to increase public knowledge of all that the Holfords created there. Having had the 
first stage application approved, the Partnership is now working on the second stage of the HLF process. 
 
THE PLEASURE GROUNDS AND PARK AT WESTONBIRT – A BRI EF HISTORY  
Although the present designed landscape at Westonbirt, encompassing the Pleasure Grounds, Park and Arboretum, 
was created by three generations of the Holford family from the early part of the nineteenth century to 1927, it 
consists primarily of the work of Robert Stayner Holford who, upon inheriting the property in 1839, expanded the 
Pleasure Grounds, assisted by the landscape gardener William Broderick Thomas and the Victorian firm of Pulham. 
 

The Park, first planted by 1828 - with the 
guidance of the ‘picturesque improver’ 
William Sawrey Gilpin - was also greatly 
enlarged by Robert Stayner Holford. At the 
same time he laid out the bones of  his 
extensive Arboretum (now owned and 
managed by the Forestry Commission) by 
planting large areas of woodland on 
previously arable ground (initially for game 
cover as the Duke of Beaufort’s hunt was 
based at the adjacent estate of Badminton).  
 
While the Park contains large clumps of 
evergreen shrubs and specimen trees, 
typical of the style of W S Gilpin, the 
Pleasure Grounds are unique because of the 
outstanding collection of mostly nineteenth 
century trees. Many of these trees were 
new introductions directly obtained from 
nurseries such as Veitch and botanical 
institutions such as Kew. 

 
Rather than planting his trees according to a 
scientific scheme, Holford positioned them in an 

aesthetic fashion, thus continuing to adhere to the ‘picturesque’ style of planting promoted by W S Gilpin. This, 
combined with the wide variety of autumn colour in particular, has made Westonbirt - arboretum and gardens - 
famously spectacular. 
 
The Pleasure Grounds also contain a wide variety of high quality architectural features ranging from the elaborate 
pavilions and richly decorated archways in the Italian Gardens to balustraded terrace walks and ornamental 
fountains. Most of these were designed under the guidance of Lewis Vulliamy (1791- 1871) and predate the building 
of the house. 



 

 

 
 
 
For some time the Park has been divided between different 
owners, but it has nevertheless survived largely intact. The 
Pleasure Grounds survive too, uniquely so, in their entirety - 
although the tree and shrub plantings reached maturity some 
time ago and the built structures are in desperate need of 
repair and restoration.  
 
 
 

 
Little remains of the walled kitchen gardens with their glasshouse ranges, though the Palm House (now a Music 
Room) and the adjacent Camellia House, have been recently restored with the assistance of The Holfords of 
Westonbirt Trust.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 



 

THE CURRENT STATE OF THE PLANTING  
Much of the original Victorian tree and shrub planting has long since reached maturity and is in urgent need of 
replanting. Many of the shrubberies, suffering from ‘benign neglect’ over a number of years, have outgrown their 
original positions and are now blocking important views. They need to be reshaped and redefined by drastic pruning, 
weed clearance and replanting. In other places the shrubberies have been lost altogether and need to be replanted. 

      
In the Park, the (mostly evergreen) clumps also need rejuvenating: yews, 
hollies and laurel need to be pruned back and specimen trees need to be 
replanted. The original metal park railings, protecting the planting from 
cattle and, increasingly, horses, need to be repaired or reinstated. 
 
Some of the trees were, at the time of their planting, early introductions, 
new to this country - in these cases, it is especially important to maintain 
the original genetic source. This means that these specimens need to be 
propagated vegetatively, as opposed to ‘just buying in’ new trees. 
 
Other notable features such as the rockery and grotto are overgrown and 
need clearing and replanting.  The colourful annual bedding and the 
herbaceous borders in the Italian Garden should be reinstated in order to 
regain the essential Victorian character of that area. 
 
It is imperative to use skilled and experienced staff, supported by the 
right garden infrastructure, to maintain these plantings. 
 
 

 
 
EDUCATION AND RESEARCH 
The Holfords of Westonbirt Trust is working with the other organisations in the Westonbirt Partnership to develop a 
programme of heritage education and training to reach existing and diverse new audiences. We will be able to use 
our conservation programmes to engage people in learning about historic landscape design, heritage conservation 
skills and restoration techniques. The education programme will include training in key heritage skills such as fine 
masonry, dry stone walling, historic garden and picturesque landscape horticulture and arboriculture. 
 
The Trust’s experienced Garden Historian, Dr Sophie Piebenga, will continue to study archives and build upon her 
research of the history of the Gardens and Parkland at Westonbirt. This research has been used in the development 
of the restoration plans. Using information obtained from archive research, the Holfords of Westonbirt Trust will 
develop Garden Trails to take visitors to key points of heritage interest. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

T H E   H O L F O R D S   O F   W E S T O N B I R T   T R U S T 
 

The Holfords of Westonbirt Trust is Registered Charity No.1124066 
Registered Office : Westonbirt House,  Westonbirt, Tetbury,  Gloucestershire  GL8 8QG



 

 

 
Conservation Work in the Pleasure Grounds  
 
Besides the work to be done with soft landscaping (planting) 
in the Holford Gardens a major project is planned to restore 
the hard landscaping (the built ‘architectural’ features) of the 
Italian Gardens, the terraces and the water features. 
 
Broken Stonework and Other Repairs 
 
The two pavilions in the Italian Gardens are in need of urgent 
conservation, as are many of the stone seats. One particularly 
decorative stone seat near the church has been lost altogether and 
requires complete restoration. These works are costly projects that 
require specialist stone conservation skills. The Trust is seeking 
funding for the following key projects: 
 
·  Italian Gardens  

Urgent conservation work to fast deteriorating pavilions, stone seats, iron pergola and stone structures. 
 

·  Terrace Area  
Balustrades, Ha Ha’s, dry stone walls and iron railings  
Urgent conservation work to repair and re-instate structures.  
Use opportunities for traditional skills training. 
Use support from volunteers. 
 

·  Water Features  
Lake - Repairs to base etc 

     Ornamental Ponds with Fountains - Major repairs to stonework and water pipes.  
 
·  Network of Paths  

Re-instate and re-surface lost garden paths.



 

 

 

 
Italian Garden Pavilions          £202,500 
 
The West Pavilion 

 
Stonework and brickwork is generally in good condition except 
for open joints to brickwork in the south west corners which 
extends to the interior stonework. There is a slight outward lean to 
the south end of the west parapet caused by root action. A section 
of the pierced bracket in the corner is missing. The arrangement of 
parapet gutters is prone to blockage of the small outlets and the 
gutters are silted up. Stonework to the outside of the vault is in 
good condition though there is some growth from joints. All joints 
will need careful deep repointing. The finial brackets are cracked 
and the very top section has eroded badly. The glass to the south 
and east occuli is missing.  
 

The complex interior structure supports the vault from a cast iron armature that has extensive rusting which has 
caused much of the facing stone slipwork to fall away. The mosaic floor is in good condition through the stone 
thresholds to the south and east arches are worn and hold rainwater. 
 
The East Pavilion 
 
The primary part of the East Pavilion structure matches that to the 
west but there is an ‘extension’ to the back comprising a barrel vaulted 
link to an apsidal, vaulted seat. Stonework to the main structure is 
generally in reasonable condition through there is rust damage to the 
finial scroll and some open joints in parapets. As with the west 
pavilion some joints in the outside of the vault has been repointed. 
Glazing to the east occulus is missing. There is displacement of the 
stone quoin in the north east corner of the main pavilion and open 
joints in adjacent brickwork. Some repointing is required. Brickwork 
to the west of the arch in the link section is displaced outwards and 
this movement extends to interior stonework including the arch. Some 
rebuilding is required. 
 
The apse is weathered in lead which appears in reasonable condition. 
The parapet to this section has a number of raised stones apparently 
due to rusting of cramps and one stone that requires conservation. The 
gutter behind the parapet is very narrow and difficult to maintain as is 
that below the barrel vault of the link structure which appears to be 
completely blocked, leading to extensive staining of stonework.  

 
The rainwater pipe on the north side has clearly been blocked for a long time and should 
be replaced with a spout. The barrel vault comprises a series of fine iron arches without 
any cross bracing. The spandrel at the west end of this roof is fitted with a building board, 
possibly asbestolux. 
 
The roof of the curved niche to the north of the main pavilion is covered in stone tiles to 
an impossibly shallow pitch. Many are loose or missing and a new roof is required. 
Rubble stonework to this area is in need of repointing. The floors have sound mosaic but 
worn thresholds as in the West Pavilion. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 

  

 
 

 

The North Wall            £110,100 
 
The north wall to the Italian Gardens forms the backdrop to the formal garden but on its rear face includes flues, 
double walls and the like associated with the glass houses that once filled this area. Only the Camellia House 
survives.  

 
The north wall is brick with stone columns and parapet. 
The stonework is in very poor condition with many 
areas of extensive erosion to columns. All but two 
finials are missing and copings are displaced. 
Extensive replacement of column stonework will be 
required with re-setting of copings. 
 
The rear face of this wall is also in poor condition with 
extensive ivy and other growth from open joints. This 
face would have formerly been inside a glass house so 
weathering of offsets was unnecessary. Render is fairly 
extensive and there are areas of decayed brick. The 
wall includes a significant body of information on the 
lost glass house such as joist brackets and heated walls. 
 

 
Italian Garden Urns           £27,600 

 
 
 
 
The two large Garden Urns are in 
urgent need of restoration and repair to 
seriously cracked stonework in the base. 
 
 
 
 

Italian Garden Pond           £56,000 
 
There is an upper circular basin with the smaller lower quadrant pool to 
the south. The upper basin is served by two large dolphin heads with 
spouts from the mounts and nozzles from the nostrils which discharge 
first into shallow basins which spill over into the main pool. The basin is 
formed by a pierced parapet originally backed with plate glass some of 
which survives but is badly cracked. Waterproofing is now by cast 
concrete. The stonework is badly eroded particularly the centre panel, 
which was probably a plaque or coat of arms and the blocking courses 
below the ‘balustrade’. We aim to reinstate the glass panels which are 
such a distinctive element of the original design. 

 
 
The shallow basin below the east fountain is a concrete 
replacement which is not a close match to the original 
opposite. The water spouts are readily serviced from 
pipework accessible from behind. A number of copings 
to the edge of the lower pond are in need of repair or 
replacement. 
 
 

 
 
 



 

 

 

Damage to tiles on steps of 
the Long Terrace Seat 

 

Italian Garden Minor Walls           £20,700 
 
There is a considerable length of low walls in the Italian Garden retaining and edging the planted beds. Generally 
stonework is in reasonable condition but even a small proportion of defects in such an extent of walling amounts to a 
significant body of work. The elements that require attention include: 
 
·  Open joint and old root damage in low wall to south-west corner of south-west planting bed. Needs to be lifted 

and reset 
·  Several cracked stones in the wall to north of the walk planting bed 
·  Open joints in opposite wall to north walk 
·  Crack in bracketed end to centre planters below north walk, west sides 
·  Both urns in the bed are cracked 
·  Bottom tread and side wall to west walk east steps need to be reset 
·  East wall to south-east planting bed also needs to be reset (south-west bed similar) 
·  Reset side walls to west walk, south steps 
·  South planting beds - new copings need resetting 
·  The two end walls of the west bed need complete rebuilding, along with much of the long wall between 
 
The paths are generally sound but have settled below their intended level so that foundations of some built features 
are exposed or steps stand proud. The levels need to be raised with a composted base and thick carpet of pea shingle. 
 
Church Seat            £44,000 

 
 
The seat opposite the east end of the church and at the end of the long 
terrace is in the worst condition of all structures in the garden. It 
comprises a tall back, in ‘half hexagonal’ form in limestone ashlar with a 
coursed squared rubble outer wall. The structure is distorted, apparently 
by settlement of the foundations, and by root growth. Ashlar stone to the 
seat back is in reasonable condition, albeit misaligned by the movement. 
Squared rubble to the backing wall has many stones eroded beyond 
reasonable repair and coping stones have wide open joints.  
 

The tiled paving to the seat itself is relatively sound but distorted. The stone apron below this has also settled 
significantly and needs to be reset. The walls at the north side of the terrace have moved and partially collapsed. 
Several stones are absent. The seat needs to be extensively rebuilt on new foundations. 
 
Long Terrace Seat           £18,900 
 
This ‘Long Walk’ seat structure comprises a central stub column in the centre of 
the back surmounting a tiered plinth. The stonework is in very poor condition. 
Many stones are split, cracked or eroded and several features, such as the tower, 
northern scroll, are missing altogether. The ‘raised and fielded’ front of the seal 
has mostly been skilfully replaced in concrete. The treads of the centre steps are 
worn. The bottom two steps have settled and should be reset with the cracks to 
the lower painted in and a section of new pierced in to the other. There are 
cracks and some decay in the top of the curved side walls above these steps. 
There is significant movement in the south side wall of the east steps due to 
settlement of foundations. This requires letting-in of stone slips to the upper 
joints. There is damage to the north-east steps from root damage. Some rebuilding 
might be appropriate after roots are completely killed off. Urns at the edge of this 
terrace are in good condition although there are cracks in two plinths. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

The Frame            £ 4,200 
 

The Frame is a stone seat with an ornate oval-framed backrest at the east end of the lower 
path in the Italian Gardens. Ivy growth on the south side needs to be removed. The 
stonework is generally in reasonable condition but there are open joints in the south-east 
corner where one of the finials is missing, outward movement in the return wall at the 
north end and some open joints in the seat back. 
The stonework to the bench is misaligned and needs to be re-set. It was probably faced 
with a wooden seat which could be reinstated. 
 

The Pergola            £12,000 
 
The Pergola runs west from the opposite end of the lower path to the Frame seat.  
It comprises a series of wrought iron composite columns with bracketed  
‘capitals’ supported longitudinal and transverse arches. Some bays have been  
replaced in crudely ‘moulded’ steel but large sections remain. The structure is in  
need of thorough overhaul and repair whilst a significant proportion of the  
original survive. Careful patch repair will prevent further collapse. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Other stonework repairs including steps  
 
 
Central Retaining Walls and Steps         £69,000 
 
The feature is the medium height retaining walls between the 
main transverse terrace and the south walk comprising ashlar 
walls with intermediate piers and associated steps. The flight of 
steps are worn but in reasonable condition. The stonework to 
flank walls and the returns along the south walk are in reasonable 
condition though there are significant areas of movement from 
shrub growth or differential movement which mean that some 
local rebuilding is required. The worst area is the curved corner 
to the east wall but other areas require resetting of upper courses, 
some refacing and conservation of individual stones. There is 
considerable movement in the low side walls of the two flights of 
steps leading to the Fountain Pond. These need to be repaired 
before the damage becomes irreversible. 
 
 
Fountain Seat                     £ 2,000 
 
Stonework is in good order other than damage to the seat itself where one stone should be replaced. The massive 
front step has tipped forward and there are open joints in the tiled area, both of which suggest heave. These elements 
should be reset true and level. 



 

 

 

 

 

 
 
The Archways and Associated Steps              £ 15,200 

 
There are archways to the west and east corners of the Italian 
Garden These are generally in good condition through there is 
herbaceous growth from the top of each and some ivy which 
should be removed. There is some sulphation and erosion of 
carved detail around the niche on the north side of the east 
archway and to the brackets above. Finials to be replaced.  
 
The top of the feature drains into a small diameter lead pipe built 
into stonework. There are a few open joints in flank walls to the terraces below both 
arches.  
 
 
 

The steps are in good condition though the gravel ‘landing’ has  
settled over the years so it is lower than intended. The base should  
be built up and then topped with new gravel. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Bishop’s Seat            £14,700 
 
The Bishop’s Seat structure comprises a stone seat with elaborate sides and 
decorated canopy, with a raised platform behind. The stonework is generally 
sound though there is extensive sulphation to detailed work that needs 
conservation. The seat back is heavily eroded between red inlaid tracery. The end 
of the north flank is displaced and there are open joints in the low front wall. The 
upper platform is in good order except for one displaced ashlar  
stone on the south side. The top of the canopy has a sunken centre draining to 
currently-blocked small diameter outlets through stonework in the two rear 
corners. The dished area needs to be re-roofed in lead on a crowned screed to 
outward falls. 
 
 
Stonework to Mercury Pond          £12,700 

 
Render to the basin is cracked in several places and the plinth to Mercury is 
slightly damaged. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Stonework to Fountain Pond             £4,200 
 
The stonework is in good condition though there is significant displacement to the outer, ground level, order. The 
basin is lined with a paint-on membrane which looks unsightly where exposed above water level. This lining clearly 
post dates movement in copings. 
 
 



 

 
 
 
Restore missing urns to South Walk Seat        £6,900 
 
This is the southernmost of three seats along the western edge if the Formal Garden. There is some movement in the 
seat back with damage to some stones here and to both ‘arm rests’. The wooden seat back has been lost and should 
be reinstated. Faux encaustic tiles are generally sound except for a section at the north end which has been replaced 
with red mortar. Several joints between tiles are wide and open. Urns from the front of each arm rest are missing. 
 
 
The Parkland  
 
The Ha-Ha            £85,400 
 
The Ha-Ha forms the southern boundary to the formal garden and creates the invisible barrier between the Park and 
Garden. The boundary is in two distinctive components which alternate along its length. The condition of the wall 
varies significantly: much of its length is in reasonable condition with only limited areas of displaced coping. There 
are areas of serious collapse, which at the west end in particular is extensive. The fallen sections need to be rebuilt. 
 
 
 
Repair/reinstate iron railings          £121,500 
 
The built form is a dry stone wall with large free stone coping in two styles typically 
900mm-1200mm high. Between sections of this wall, there are lengths of park railing 
with distinctive two-tiered wire rabbit bars in the bottom sections all built off a stone 
plinth course. The railings themselves are generally extend but bent and distorted in 
places. The rabbit wires are mostly damaged or rusted away completely. The 
distinctive park railings need to be repaired and reinstated 
 
 
 
 
Replanting and Care of Trees in Parkland        £ 99,500 
 
Specialist tree surgery to living collections   £63,500 
Replant parkland trees                                   £23,000 
Replant parkland clumps                               £13,000 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Landscape and Conservation Architects        £92,200 
 
A Historic Landscape Architect and a Conservation Architect will lead planning for the restoration of the Gardens. 
These two Consultants will:  
·  Plan the conservation and repair of built garden structures. 
·  Advise on external best practice and access to appropriate skills and materials.   
·  Undertake consultations with English Heritage and planners. (incl. consultations for the new entrance kiosk) 



TOTAL COSTINGS (as of April  2009): 
 
Repair Parkland Heritage Structures   
Specialist tree surgery to living collections  £63,500 
Replant parkland trees  £22,000 
Replant parkland clumps   £13,000 
Repair/reinstate iron railings  £121,500 
Repair Ha-Has and dry stone walls  £85,400 
   
Repair/conserve garden pavilions & pleasure grounds stonework   
Italian Garden Pavilions  £202,500 
Italian Garden North Wall  £110,100 
Italian Garden Urns  £27,600 
Italian Garden Pond  £56,000 
Italian Garden Minor Walls  £20,700 
Church Seat  £44,000 
Long Walk Seat  £18,900 

Pergola  £12,000 
Fountain Seat                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   
Frame Seat  
Bishop’s Seat  

£2000 
£4,200 

£14,700  
Sundry stonework repairs including steps  £69,000 
Stonework to Mercury Pond  £12,700 
Stonework to Fountain Pond  £4,200 
Restore missing urns from SW walk seat  £6,900 
   
Archways and Associated Steps   £15,200 
Restoration of  Bothy   £51,000 
Reroute drainage/services to allow shrubbery replanting  £50,600 
Repair Lake  £101,200 
Tree surgery and replant specimen garden trees  £58,200 
Reinstate lost garden paths and resurface  £165,000 
Replant lost shrubbery  £15,200 
   
Landscape Architect and a Conservation Architect  £92,200 
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Research/surveys: 
·  HLF funded Historic Landscape Survey and Restoration Plan, Nicholas Pearson Associates, 2003.   
·  A condition survey of garden buildings, 2004 extended to include the house and historic outbuildings occupied 

by the school, 2008.   
·  Draft 2008 Conservation Management Plan (CMP).  The CMP summarises earlier work. 
·  Statement of Significance drawn up by John Sales, as part of extensive consultation culminating in a day 

seminar organised by the Gloucestershire Gardens and Landscape Trust in 2003 for over 100 participants. 
 
Formal heritage designations: 
·  The English Heritage Register of Historic Parks and Gardens, listed as Grade I. 
·  Listed Buildings: 

Grade I - House and the adjacent terrace with fourteen urns 
Grade II* - Italian Gardens 
Grade II - Series of Garden Terraces, Canopied Seat, Sundial, Ha-Ha Wall and Statue of Mercury 

·  The Cotswolds Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty. (AONB) 


