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gardens flourished. By the end of the
18th century two notable botanic gar-
dens were established here, one, in Liv-
erpool Road, belonging to Jacob
Harvey, and the other to Dr William
Pitcairn, President of the Royal College
of Physi-cians.

From the 1820's, however , rural
Barnsbury succumbed to the great
building boom of the nineteenth cen-
tury, and its fields were dug for clay to
make the bricks for new houses (often
the clay was dug on site, the resulting
hole becoming the basement of the
house subsequently built with the bricks
made from it). Thomas Cubitt, later to
become famous for his speculations in
Bloomsbury and Belgravia, was the
builder here, a ‘liberal benefactor ... of
unassuming demeanour ... who bore
his great prosperity with becoming
modesty.’ He laid out arather loose and
very attractive composition of stucco
streets, crescents and opencornered
squares, of which Barnsbury Square is
one of the prettiest parts.

It is possible that the White Conduit
still flows through the square, though
underground now, for there is certainly
a stream running under the Gardners’
garden: one of the supports of the ar-
bour stands permanently in water, which
bubbles up if ever the pole is moved.
Water is a feature here, as it was of
every selfrespecting Victorian garden.
Water, and the control of it with the
new engineering skills then develop-
ing, became a mania. When Tsar
Nicholas visited Britain in 1844, for
instance, the Duke of Devonshire de-
cided to mark the occasion by erecting
the Emperor Fountain on his great es-
tate at Chatsworth. The engineer Joseph
Paxton, designer and builder of the
Crystal Palace, was engaged for the
work, and was instructed to do all in his

136

power to outdo the spectacular jeux
d’eau known to exist at the Russian
imperial palaces. Paxton duly redirected
a good number of the streams on the
moors above the estates, constructed a
couple of lakes and created sophisti-
cated water systems in order to create
the water pressure he required; using
this, he was able to make the fountain
spout to an astonishing 300 feet.

Such water schemes were the height
of fashion, and were imitated on a hum-
bler scale in the gardens of Victorian
villas throughout the land. The foun-
tain here is charming, made of mossy
stone, it is supported by a small boy; its
three jets spill down on to the leaves of
iris and water lilies in the small rustic
pond below, bathing with their spray
the innumerable tiny frogs that bask on
lily pads. Frogs are now much less
plentiful than they used to be, for the
ponds where they lay their spawn have
steadily disapperaed or become pol-
luted. City ponds such as this are there-
fore a welcome haven. Here the lan-
guid hush of a hot summer’s afternoon
is punctuated by a chorus of throaty
croaks; and in the evening the frogs
provide quite a spectacle. At eight
o’clock sharp, according to Mr Gardner.
they form up and process as one to the
lawn, where, as if on a given signal,
they scatterinto the herbacecus borders
to forage forfood. As theirdietincludes
slugs, snails and greenfly. Mr Gardner
regards them with a benevolent eye.

Beside the pond is one of the gar-
den’s most remarkable features, the
rock-work grotto, planted with ferns
andivy, of atype which was all the rage
in Victorian gardens, Such decorative

fancies echoed the taste for chinoiserie

and the rococo which had flourished in
the late eighteenth century; but to Vic-
torian gardeners, obesessed as they were
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