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FRANCIS GIBSON’S GARDEN 

by John Bosworth 
 
Francis Gibson (1805–58), the youngest of Atkinson Francis 
Gibson’s children, conceived and designed Bridge End Garden, 
previously known as Fry’s Gardens. 
 
A previous garden existed before Francis Gibson created the present 
one; this is no longer in dispute.  John Player, who would have 
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known Francis Gibson very well, was a Nonconformist who was 
elected the first mayor to the newly formed Borough Council. He 
refers to Bridge End Garden in his Sketches of Saffron Walden and 
its vicinity and on 4 July 1844 writes: 
 
Let us pass down Bridge Street…. In its vicinity, eastward, and in grounds where 
we loved to ramble in our boyhood, there are highly interesting gardens formed 
by Francis Gibson, Esq., and long may they add to his enjoyment and to that of 
his family! 
 
Another account is contained in Inigo Triggs’s book, Formal Gardens 
of England and Scotland written in 1902. In relation to Bridge End 
Garden it notes that ‘an old garden, not however of any great 
pretension, formerly occupied part of the ground’.  
 
An early sketch map of about 1830 shows several lines of enclosure 
in and around what are now the Rose Garden, Jacob’s Well and the 
Summerhouse. There is a plaque inscribed G 1814 set in one of 
these boundary walls that enclosed part of the earlier garden. It is 
composed of two pieces of stone that others have considered to be 
uncomfortably pieced together. However both pieces of stone and 
lettering styles are very similar, indicating both probably originated 
from the same workshop. Its general design is repeated in a later 
plaque with which Francis Gibson commemorated completion of the 
north wall of his fruit and vegetable garden and it is tempting to 
think he based this design on the plaque dated 1814. The latter is 
off-centre in the wall as it now exists but interestingly it would have 
been at the halfway point as shown on the 1835 map.  
 
There are a number of Gibson plaques throughout the town that 
indicate the age of their respective host structures, accurately 
charting the piety and largesse of the family dynasty. Insertion of 
plaques in walls really seems to have been a family tradition as 
further illustrated by a plaque in Tony Fry’s possession inscribed ‘J 
GIBSON’S WALL 1826’ which, for some reason, was never 
incorporated.  It has been suggested that the 1814 plaque, referred 
to above, may have been moved from elsewhere but I think it 
would have been improbable for any member of the Gibson family 
to have indiscriminately placed a plaque of misleading date into a 
wall simply because one became available from elsewhere. In the 
event, I interpret the G1814 plaque at face value and as 
confirmation that the former garden was in the ownership of the 
Gibson family.  
 
There is another enclosure on the  map of about 1830 consistent 
with the existing wall that currently divides the Rose Garden from 
the Dutch Garden. Here there is a Coade stone inscribed with its 
date of manufacture of 1794. It is located on what is now only an 
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approximate axis line with the 1814 plaque and the archer statue in 
the Rose Garden. Originally this alignment would have been exact. 
Previous research carried out suggested the archways in this wall 
were cut through at a later date, after the wall was first built. There 
are several explanations for this but I still remain uncertain as to 
whether the archway and Coade stone can be attributed to Francis 
Gibson or to his predecessor.  
 
The same map of about 1830 shows a curious six-sided enclosure, 
very tightly located in a corner formed by two boundaries and on 
the footprint of the present summerhouse. It could have been a 
shelter with open front. The existing summerhouse, which is an 
octagonal building, has replaced it.  Further evidence of such 
replacement lies in the design and position of windows in the 
present summerhouse. Had the latter existed at the earlier date, it 
would have been impossible to look out of two of its windows 
because of the very close proximity of the boundaries that existed 
at that time. No one would design a building with such 
characteristics, so I believe the present summerhouse is a 
replacement and that the previous boundaries were demolished to 
accommodate it.   
 
In order to appreciate the design and evolution of Bridge End 
Garden, I was advised it was first necessary to understand Francis 
Gibson. The recent two-year period of restoration really did provide 
a few rare moments when those closely associated with the 
restoration work believed it possible to attain a glimpse into and an 
understanding of Francis Gibson’s design considerations. My 
personal speculation as to how he may have considered the design 
is set out below.    
 
The year 1837 was the defining one when Francis Gibson’s diary 
entries show he was actively considering garden design and what to 
buy. At such time the layout details would have been nearly 
finalised and he would have been able to visualise the buildings, 
statues, vases, seats and balustrades, much as they have now been 
restored. From his research into ‘old designs of gardens he might 
meet with’, he would be clear about the main components he 
wished to incorporate and these included the topiary garden, the 
maze and the kitchen garden. He would have recognised that whilst 
these different landscape elements needed to be separated, they 
would be linked by  ‘good notions of linear perspective’ within an 
overall layout in a ‘picture of nature’.  He was influenced by his 
cultural and religious background, the Quaker love for gardens, the 
fashions of the day and historical designs that became familiar to 
him through his research.  
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With his practicality, financial acumen and sense of family history, 
he most likely would have first considered  the available resources 
at his disposal, such as existing walls from the old garden, already 
in Gibson ownership, and how best to incorporate them.   
 
In the first instance he would have formed the view that the Dutch 
Garden was to be the acknowledged centrepiece and needed to take 
visual pride of place. He probably wanted it to be highly visible to 
visitors when walking from his house down Castle Street Path. 
Topography was the main practical consideration and the Dutch 
garden ‘had to be at the foot of a natural slope’ and needed ‘a wide 
level space, sunk in the middle and flanked by a terrace on either 
side’. No other location satisfied both these requirements. Had an 
alternative been available it would have been chosen and the 
expensive prospect of ‘arching over the course of the Slade’, could 
and would have been avoided. The linear alignment of the Dutch 
Garden could only be laid out as one currently sees it and this in 
turn was highly influential in determining the rest of the layout for 
the whole garden, the direction of his favoured ’parallel lines’ and 
thereafter the ‘uprights’ at right angles off them.  
 
In 2006 a coloured drawing of a garden was discovered in the 
Saffron Walden Town Library in a package that also contained a 
plan of the Maze dated 1873. The size and proportions are very 
similar to the existing Dutch Garden. However the design is 
different in several respects, notably in that there is no central 
vista. The word ‘Saffron’ is written on the back of this drawing. 
There may be a blurred signature in the bottom right hand corner. 
Could this have been an early prototype drawn by Francis Gibson?   
 
The Rose Garden and Jacob’s Well were neatly placed within the 
remnants of the previous grounds he had chosen to retain.  Most of 
the remaining land then became available for the lawn. He retained 
prominent mature trees from the old grounds and some of these 
can be seen on early photographs. I also believe he probably 
incorporated a few remnants of architectural stonework from the old 
garden and placed these in the wall at the junction of Castle and 
Bridge Street Paths. Such an action would not have been random 
and would be consistent with a designer’s sense of historical 
continuity and, in his case, family tradition and his stated 
philosophy of ‘waste not, want not’. I have continued along these 
lines and incorporated similar discarded architectural remnants.   
 
His determining consideration regarding the location of both the 
Kitchen Garden and Maze was probably a practical one to maximise 
the extent of his land holding, and he would therefore have placed 
these elements on the northern boundary of the land he owned.  He 
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also probably argued that the Kitchen Garden needed separate 
access for larger carts from Windmill Hill, thus fixing the detailed 
position of both Kitchen Garden and Maze.  
 
The linear arrangement of the Dutch Garden had already imposed 
the direction of the principal geometry by creating a long view that 
he extended through the Wilderness, to be defined in perspective by 
a tunnel of yews trained over metal arches. Parallel to this he 
created another long view from the Pavilion along the Pavilion path 
to steps and two vases, then to sundial, seat and balusters. 
 
He placed the Summerhouse in a focal position on the approximate 
site of the previous structure and reduced boundary walls to 
achieve this. The Summerhouse was put on a north-south axis with 
a path in the Kitchen Garden. Tony Fry provided a copy of a 
watercolour attributed to Francis Gibson. This drawing shows two 
designs for a building/buildings, the details of which show some 
striking resemblances to the existing Pavilion and Summer house. 
Early photographs show very similar door detailing. With respect to 
the Summerhouse an early photograph shows similar freestanding 
statues either side of the door. The position of some statues was 
selected so they could be individually viewed by looking at right 
angles from several of the windows in the Summerhouse. He 
created another north-south axis along the path in the Maze linking 
the encaustic tiled area on the northern wall in the Maze with a 
statue on the lawn outside the Maze Gate entrance.  The location of 
this statue perhaps fixed the boundary of the garden in this area. 
 
The whole inter-connecting geometry is neatly laid out in 
accordance with his concept of  ‘parallel lines and uprights’ and 
meandering paths are created to satisfy his concept of a ‘picture of 
nature’. 
 
One plaque inscribed FG and dated MDCCCXXX1X (1839) is an 
obvious testament to the designer, whilst another previously 
mentioned, bearing the motif G and dated MDCCCXL (1840), is set 
centrally in the north Kitchen Garden wall. A chiselled mark by 
Francis Gibson’s only son, Francis Edward, in one of the piers at the 
Maze entrance, reads FEG 1840. These inscriptions indicate the bulk 
of the project was completed between 1839 and 1840. There is also 
another faded plaque in the wall below the Gallery inscribed G 1843 
although I am advised that the gallery itself was not opened until 
1856-7. The entry in Francis Gibson’s diary in January 1837, 
concerning possible design concepts, suggests to me that whilst 
construction of the garden had not started at that time, his lists for 
purchases in London dated January 1838 indicate it may well have 
commenced at about that time or slightly before.  
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A very significant number of bricks, calculated to exceed 100,000 in 
number, were needed to construct the new walls and structures, 
and large volumes of water would have been required to lay these. 
Sinking a well could have been an early priority, and indeed the 
location of one such well is shown on the 1877 OS map near Jacob’s 
Well. The former is not to be confused with the latter that the 1877 
O.S. map denotes as ‘Tank’. 
 
The earlier of Francis Gibson’s commemorative plaques, dated 
1839, is in the end pier of the wall enclosing the Dutch Garden, 
suggesting that this part was completed first.  ‘Arching over the 
course of the Slade brook’ would have been a daunting task and an 
obvious element to programme during the first summer months 
when water levels were low, with a view to completing work before 
the onset of winter. The culvert was built with some 20,000 bricks 
and was probably constructed using a wooden form, which would 
have been moved forward as each section of brickwork was 
completed. There would have been a considerable amount of 
associated earthworks, preparatory, backfill and cover. The well, the 
pump and the tank that once existed at Jacob’s Well are presumed 
to have originally gravity-fed the fountain in the Dutch Garden, and 
its piping system would have been installed during this construction 
period. 
 
The next phase is likely to have been construction of the Kitchen 
Garden whose perimeter walls contain about 50,000 bricks, 
representing about five months work for a gang of two bricklayers 
and supporting labourers. A Peach House, Tomato House and cold 
frames were erected.  The roofs of the large greenhouses would 
have collected water and the pump shown on the 1877 OS map 
probably fed the fountain in the centre.   
 
The construction of other walls and balusters, the Pavilion and 
Summerhouse and other structures, the laying of paths, soil 
preparation, stone picking and disposal, the laying out of the Maze 
and planting throughout the Garden represented a significant effort, 
and teams of labourers would have been working continually during 
the three year period from 1837-40. Because of his artistic flair and 
garden knowledge, Francis Gibson would probably have visited the 
site regularly to monitor progress and would have been personally 
involved in making detailed decisions concerning layout and design.    
 
The Golden Years: 1840 – 1900 
 
At last the day dawned, probably in the summer of 1840, when the 
garden was complete. The walls and buildings would have been 
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finished, the Head Gardener and Under Gardeners would have been 
appointed, grass, flowers, shrubs, topiary and trees would have 
been planted and statuary purchased. Without doubt Francis Gibson 
would have celebrated completion by staging an event in the 
Garden to which his family, friends and local dignitaries would have 
been invited. His mother and father, elder sister Mary and brother 
Jabez, whose death he had witnessed two years earlier and 
graphically described in his diary, had already departed this earth. 
Family members present would probably have included his brother 
Wyatt George and Wyatt George’s son, George Stacey, who would 
later become Saffron Walden’s greatest benefactor. It is tempting to 
think that his father-in law, the great Edward Pease of railway fame 
(1767-1858), was present and that this was the occasion on which 
the unknown chronicler describes him planting the two fine cedar 
trees on the summerhouse lawn. One of these still remains but the 
larger one was destroyed by a gale in January 1990.  
 
His wife Elizabeth and children Elizabeth and Francis Edward would 
also have been present. The latter was just a young boy aged 9 
years when he chiselled his mark on the entrance pier to the maze 
in 1840. Elizabeth Gibson, wife of Francis, died in 1866, and 
ownership of the garden then passed to the Fry family by virtue of 
the marriage of their daughter Elizabeth to Lewis Fry. It was at or 
about this date that the Garden was opened to the public, whereas 
previously it had been the private retreat of Francis Gibson and his 
family. 
 
From the date of completion through to 1866, little is known. The 
condition of the newly constructed buildings and walls and general 
upkeep would assuredly have remained in tip-top condition, 
especially during Francis Gibson’s lifetime.  Both Francis Gibson and 
his wife Elizabeth kept journals and those available for this period 
need researching, a task I have not properly undertaken. However a 
quick scan shows, for example, that Elizabeth Gibson visited the 
Garden from time to time, as is illustrated by one of her entries for 
20 June 1859, some six months after Francis Gibson’s death. It 
reads: 
 
The Garden in all its summer loveliness was yesterday more than I could bear - 
bringing back so tenderly the dear designer and the sweet hours spent there. 
 
The Saffron Walden Horticultural Society, of which both Francis 
Gibson and John Player were members, held summer and autumn 
exhibitions in the Garden intermittently from the mid-1870s. The 
autumn exhibition held in 1879 was a fruit and flower show where 
the several top prizes of 10s 0d were for classes that included the 
President’s prize for ‘six peaches’ and another one for ‘the most 
tastefully arranged group of foliage plants, not to exceed twenty 
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pots’.  This was clearly not an exhibition aimed to attract the 
emerging proletariat who, several decades earlier, had been 
engaged in ‘spade husbandry’. However Class 17, ‘two sticks of 
celery’, with a first prize of 2s 6d, perhaps offered an opportunity 
for those farming the nearby allotments to participate.  In those 
days the latter were called Edmund Turner’s ‘Poors Land’.   
 
An early poster for the summer exhibition of 1883 shows that the 
event held in Lewis Fry’s ‘Ornamental Grounds’ at Bridge End would 
have been a colourful affair, where the Mounted Band of the Royal 
Artillery played by permission of the Assistant Adjutant General. 
Admission was 2s 6d in the afternoon (nearly £10 in today’s money) 
with admission costs being significantly less in the evening. The 
British Bee Keepers had a Bee Tent, admission 6d and the Great 
Eastern Railway Company sold tickets from nearby towns to Saffron 
Walden at half price.  Refreshments were available. The event 
would have attracted a large number of local persons throughout 
the day and was one occasion in the annual life of the town when 
some of the working class were able to glimpse the privileged and 
private lives of the wealthy.  On the day the sharp social divisions of 
the times probably segregated the classes and this, wittingly or 
unwittingly, may have been achieved by the variable admission 
charges.  
 
All would have enjoyed the dance music that included Polkas, 
Gavottes, Marches, Valses and Galops. Music would have continued 
into the evening before the revellers left by the Bridge Street exit, 
where no doubt some partook of liquid refreshment in the Eight 
Bells before bracing themselves for a return to the grinding poverty, 
overcrowding and unsavoury smells that dominated most of their 
lives. This period from its completion to the turn of the 19th century 
represented the Golden Age for the Garden but that was all about to 
change.   
 
Note: This is an extract from a study of Bridge End Garden by John 
Bosworth, written following the restoration by Uttlesford District Council. 
The gardens are now cared for by Saffron Walden Town Council.  
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