YORK HOUSE GARDENS

Since the earliest period from which drawings survive, until the mid C19 the gardens

of York House and the Talbot Hotel were contiguous and part of a unified, if

compartmentalised scheme. They enjoyed a unity of ownership, conception and
design. Though their ownership remained common after 1850, the gardens were
more substantially sectioned off, reflecting separate tenancies of properties upon the

site. Remnants of their linkage survived, however, as they continue to do today. Most
apparent ‘boundaries’ have always existed and were not, in fact, boundaries at all.

Whilst York House and the ‘Hunting Lodge’ may have been built by different owners
in the earliest periods of their existence (and this is no more certain as yet than that
they were built by the same owner), since the Dissolution, at least, the sites of both
would seem to have been in common ownership.
The Gilbertine Priory owned property in Yorkersgate at the time of its dissolution in
1539. So, it would seem, did the Clifford family. By the time of John Leland’s visit to
Malton in the early 1540s, “ these men hath the lordship of Malton in partition: the

Lord Clifford, Yvers (Eure) and one of the Conyers, but Yevers hath beside, the whole

Lordship of Old Malton”. Ralph Eure built himself a mansion and gatehouse in Old

Maltongate in the earliest years of the C17, the much- extended gatehouse of which
survives as the Lodge Hotel. By 1728, the house having disappeared, and the

gatehouse having been extended, lavish formal gardens had been laid out over the
castle and house site.

Similarly lavish and formal gardens existed behind both York House and the – by
then – Strickland Hunting Lodge.

If the Eure’s owned both Hunting Lodge and York House before and/or after the
dissolution, these fell into the ownership of the Strickland family in 1682 when a

Eure heiress, Elizabeth Palmes, married William Strickland. The Stricklands may
already have owned both, via some as yet unexplored alliance with the Conyers, were
these properties a part of their ownership as recorded by Leland.

A massive improvement of the interior of York House ensued, as well as the setting
out of the gardens mapped in 1728 by Joseph Dickinson.

These gardens extended behind both York House and Talbot and as far as the

mineral spring some 200 yards to the west. Although crossed by walls running
north-south (of Hildenley limestone, quarried upon Strickland land towards Castle

Howard, and almost certainly built in this period as part of the same garden scheme
and (probable) transfer of ownership), they were pierced by gateways and voids. The

avenue of trees along the bank of the Derwent is common and extends to the
mineral spring and spa.

It would seem that there was a formal square plan garden immediately behind York

House, with a boundary to the west running south from the south-west corner of the

house as far as a terrace half-way down the plot. Below this low walled terrace ( the

low wall of which survives and is of early brick facing against a dry-stone retaining
wall) the garden broadened out to the surviving Hildenley limestone wall below the

eastern range of the hunting lodge. A bigger square, with formal beds and perimeter

walk occupied the current footprint of the lower garden, to the east of which there
was an orchard, extending northwards from the river bank as far as the same low
brick retaining wall. A gateway passed through the stone wall into a large formal

garden below and extending westwards of the Hunting Lodge as far as the most
westerly surviving Hildenley limestone wall on the site.

This latter garden is now meadow in its southern half and remnant C18 beds in its

northern section, below a high brick retaining wall built during the second half of the
C18, upon which were trained fruit trees. The gardens beyond the earlier ‘boundary’

of York House are not marked, or are no longer visible upon the 1728 Terrier map,
but are clearly shown by Settrington’s painting of Malton from the same year.

The central, north-south pathway survives in barest remnant south of the stone
steps down from the upper terrace

The mature beech trees which stand upon the edge of the escarpment (which
represents a geological fault line) may well date from this period – or are

replacement plantings for ones that already did. Although masked by their maturity,
they formed a beech walk towards the west. A blocked stone doorway survives in the
west wall, perhaps from this period, certainly from the evolution of the garden in the
later C18.

The upper section of the site during the C16 and earlier C17, to the immediate west
of York House and as far as the eastern range of the hunting lodge was not laid to
garden at this time and was walled, or otherwise sectioned off. It seems likely to

have been a service area, perhaps with grazing and stabling for both houses. There
is a building drawn upon Dickinson’s map, the stone vault of which survives beneath

later, early C19 buildings on the site. To its southern extent, and built within the line
of the low retaining wall, there is shown a small building, of unknown purpose. The
superstructure of this has gone, but a vaulted space survives, of the same early brick

and the walls of which are of the same form of construction as the retaining/terrace
wall. This was ‘grotto-ised’ later, probably in the C19.
The Strickland/Palmes house, as well as the Hunting Lodge were purchased by the
Wentworth-Watson family in 1739. They had purchased the Eure manors of New and

Old Malton in 1713 and the acquisition of the Strickland properties in Malton
consolidated their ownership of the town.

It is almost certainly after this date that further major alterations were carried out

upon the house. A striking garden front was created with the addition of large
Hildenley limestone window surrounds and the insertion of a palladian giant arched

central range. After this date also, major change was wrought upon the Hunting
Lodge. This was raised a storey throughout and the south-facing courtyard was
enclosed, a hallway and staircase built within.

The formal, late C17 gardens were swept away.
Nicholson’s drawing from the 1790s exaggerates the gradient, but the gardens now
extend into the former service area and have lost their formality.
Both Settrington’s 1728 painting and Nicholson’s 1790s sketch show a significant

square tower with hipped tiled roof, built of limestone, with three high and narrow

windows to the visible east and north sides, at first floor level. On the painting it is
clearly surmounted by a gilded orb. Most of the town was thatched at this time, only
higher stautus buildings having lead, stone or terracotta roofs. There seems to be no

record of this building on Dickenson’s plan and it seems to be in different locations
in each rendition. Was it a dovecot, which Huddleston mentions as having existed ‘in
Yorkersgate’? Would it have such windows if it was? It is not the superstructure

above the vaulted space in the garden, since this is drawn as a much more modest
edifice by Dickenson, its roof (also tiled) can be seen in Settrington’s painting. In

Nicholson’s sketch it appears further from the house than in Settrington – towards

the southern end of the stone wall that formed the apparent boundary of the garden

in the C17/C18, and which occupies the footprint of the medieval town wall. Is it a
remnant bastion, looking down the river, (a WWII pill-box remains in a similar

location today, illustrating the strategic nature of the river bank at this point). Was a
remnant bastion enhanced as a garden feature or gazebo? The 1801 Terrier does

mark a square structure in the orchard. This has gone by 1843, and no trace remains
above ground. Was it associated with trade on the river – a customs house, as some
have suggested? If so, its location within the curtilage of York House would be
significant. It is one of the main intrigues of the garden…

Nicholson’s drawing also contradicts the garden scheme shown on the 1801 Terrier,

in which a different formality seems to have been reasserted. There is a possibility,

however, that the gardens shown on the Terrier are schematic. There are things

about them that could not add up on the ground. Similar beds, if on a slightly lesser

scale, are illustrated in the gardens of numerous other properties in the town. The
plan of York House is clearly erroneous, showing an ‘H’ shape, with a mis-

proportioned central range. It does show a full height bay window extension to the
western cross-wing of the hotel, however.

Significant changes were wrought upon the gardens immediately around the Talbot
Hotel also. The Hotel was the product of the Wentworth’s alterations during the

second half of the C18. It provided sophisticated accommodation for those wishing
to visit the races at Langton Wold, as well as the mineral spring and spa.

In the ‘New and Complete History of the County of York,’ Thomas Allen (1831) says
that “ about a quarter of a mile to the SW of New Malton is a mineral spring, similar

in its properties to those of Scarborough, and is said to be a very efficacious
chalybeate” (vol3 p466). Robinson notes that the spa was a saline-chalybeate,

popular in the mid- to late seventeenth century, “but a long period of neglect
followed. A brief revival occurred at the beginning of the C19” (note 15, p17).

A 1787 ‘Historical and Descriptive Guide to Scarborough and its Environs’ counts a

night at the Talbot Hotel an important element of the progress from York to
Scarborough, describing it as a ‘pleasant, commodius and, indeed, excellent inn’

expanding upon this to say that “ The chief proprietor of Malton, and the greater part

of its environs, is the truly noble and estimable Earl Fitzwilliam, who inherited this

among the other vast domains of the late Marquis of Rockingham; and who, to
accommodate travellers of fashion, as well as the town and neighbouring gentry,
purchased the late Sir William Strickland’s hunting-seat there, and established it as

an inn. The celebrated Mr Powell first occupied it, who, by his civility, attention and
excellent management, soon obtained for himself and the Talbot Inn, the first of
reputations in that line” (p4)

No explicit mention is made of the gardens or the spa, but these must have been a

part of the attraction, and access to the spring was clearly afforded via the rusticated
Hildenley ashlar gateway from the upper terrace at its western boundary, as well as
via the elegant stone stair to the south of the upper terrace.

Between 1801 and 1809, the stable block was built to the north of the Inn, across
Yorkersgate, with pedestrian access via a grand pedimented arch of robustly

rusticated and vermiculated ashlar. This may very well have been made necessary by
the infilling of the C17 service area (already reduced by gardens) with buildings,

including a south front overlooking the orchard of York House and the River. A
former carriage archway through the calcareous sandstone building between the

Talbot and York House, and into the former service area suggests that this may be

so. This was probably blocked at this time. The mystery tower seems to have gone,

as well as the superstructure over the brick vault. A wall of the same bricks appears
to form the current western boundary of York House.

At this time also, in all likelihood, the two flights of stone steps were introduced into
the gardens of York House, although this may have been earlier. They are first clearly

shown on the 1850 Terrier map, as well as upon an engraving of around the same
time, the railway having recently arrived.

This engraving also shows an apparently stone structure at the site of the spa. This
is shown on plan also on the 1850 Ordnance Survey map of the area (attached). It

remains in altered form, and the building itself perhaps having been removed, on the
1891 OS map.

AB Grenville’s ‘The Spas of England, and Principal Sea-bathing Places’ of 1841
contains a detailed description of Malton Spa. Grenville reproduces a detailed

account of the spa and the properties of its water by a Dr Travers, ‘principal
physician’ within the town: “ ‘ The saline-chalybeate spring at this place was

celebrated nearly two centuries ago. Attention was first directed to it by Mr
Simpson’s ‘Treatise on the Malton Spa’ in 1669, and afterwards by the general work
on mineral waters in 1734, by Dr Short, of Sheffield. The present handsome pagoda

over the well was ercted by the late Earl Fitzwilliam, about five-and-twenty years

ago, and stands prettily in the gardens adjoining the hotel…This Spa, however, has

ceased to be a resort to persons from a distance; which is rather a surprise when
(apart from the valuable properties of the well) we take into account the very
superior and extensive accommodation at the hotel, and the attractive character of

the surrounding country. The district abounds in picturesque rides and drives, and is

one of no ordinary interest to the botanist, the practical farmer, and the geologist.
The hill above the well-house is of the oolite formation.’” (pp148-149)

Nothing of this remains above ground today but a pool of water in a meadow grazed
by horses

By 1850, then, the gardens of York House at least approach their current form, but
with much more planting than we see today.
Yew trees that remain were planted by 1891

It would seem from their design that the stone steps when installed took account of

the gentle gradient of the land that survives to the west of the C19 brick wall. Behind

York House, however, the second terrace was levelled, the lower and much older

brick retaining wall being raised up. This was later accentuated to either side of the
lower steps by the addition of brick flanks and retaining walls forward of the older
wall-line. The bricks are late Victorian. This remains the only aberrant intervention

within the garden. A narrow flight of steps to the west of the grotto (which it had
become by now) was added between 1850 and 1891.

By 1850 also and still in 1891, the gardens to east and west of the mineral spring
were filled with trees, regularly spaced and planted, and accessed as much from the
track to the north and west of the terraced gardens of the hotel, the gateway in the
wall clearly still open in 1850.

By 1891, there are greenhouses and a nursery to the west of the spa and the
immediate vicinity of the latter has been ‘landscaped’ with a large rockery, perhaps

containing a water feature. Whilst the pagoda is marked upon the 1850 map, by

1891 this seems to have gone, leaving an open circular pool with steps down into
the water.

All of these gardens today are a shadow of their former selves.
Whilst some large trees – balsam and lombardy poplars, maple, horse chestnut –
survive in the garden of York House and behind the C19 villa front of the Talbot, and
whilst early C19 varieties of apple, as well as a mature morello cherry, survive in the
orchard (and where an orchard has been since at least the late C17, most of the trees

along the river bank between here and the spa, as well as beyond, have gone. The

lower terrace of the Hotel is part neglected and grass-grown remnant beds and part
pasture.

Neglect and pasturage, however, are benign and the meadows along the river would
seem never to have been ploughed. For all that so little remains to be seen above

ground, much evidence will survive close below the surface. Much remains to be
discovered, the search informed by the various maps and plans and illustrations that
survive.

Little of the essentially C17 – certainly the C18 topography of the gardens has been
lost. The basic structure remains intact.

The templates for restoration or recreation exist, for all that this might readily accept
the subsequent evolutions on the ground; for all that these might find complement
in modern interpretations of long and rich traditions in the field.

This provisional and preliminary account owes a debt to the current efforts of
Katharine Seldon, MA student at the University of York, as well as to the insight,
erudition and library of Peter Goodchild.
We are but at the beginning of a long and resplendent adventure.

