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A constant gardener
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The Omnipotent
Magician
by Jane Brown
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ancelot ‘Capability’ Brown
was undoubtedly England’s
most famous gardener. For
more than four decades he
swept his magic wand over
England’s gardens and landscapes, turning straight paths into winding gravel walks and geometrical
parterres into undulating lawns.
Brown finished what other gardeners
had began in the early 18th Century: he
loosened the corset that Man had
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imposed on Nature. Instead of gardens
where no flowerheads were allowed to
grow unruly, he introduced soft shapes
and meandering lines, and along the
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way he destroyed some magnificent 17th
Century gardens.
Born in Northumberland in 1716, he was
the son of the estate manager at Kirkharle
Hall, and he trained as a gardener there.
Drainage, fencing, path-making and the
planting of thousands of forest trees were
part of his apprenticeship. It was, as Jane
Brown writes, the ‘grounding in the basic
skills of his life’s work’.
Brown was a man with a vision and his
ideas were never timid. Sweeping vistas,
huge lawns and wide lakes involved massive earthworks and major tree-moving:
in Brown’s world everything was on a
large scale. For 40 years he criss-crossed
the country at a relentless pace, putting
his stamp on estates such as Croome
Court, Chatsworth, Blenheim Palace and
Syon Park, among many others. From
1764 he was the Master Gardener at
Hampton Court.
Jane Brown has dug deep into the
archives and has written an exhaustive
and beautifully illustrated biography that
has long been overdue. Like previous
biographers, however, she is hampered
by a lack of personal material. Throughout the book, Brown remains elusive and
only occasionally does his character leap
from the page.
The best part of the book is her portrait of Brown’s relationship with his
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clients. As he worked his way through
gardens belonging to the aristocracy,
politicians and other famous people,
Brown’s list of commissions became
breathtakingly long.
He clearly had a winning personality
without being sycophantic. In the midst of
the American War of Independence, for
example, Lord Chatham told Brown: ‘Go
you, and adorn England!’, to which Brown
replied ‘Go you, and save her’.
But he must also have been somewhat
pushy with his ideas, for when he died in
1783, King George III told his gardener
Michael Milliken: ‘Brown is dead! Now
you and I can do here what we please.’
Not everybody liked Brown’s work.
Many fellow gardeners criticised his landscapes as being too empty and barren: his
lakes were ‘stagnant pools’ and his lawns
were ‘dull’, one wrote.
The harshest criticism, however, came
from garden writer Uvedale Price, who
wrote in the 1790s that Brown ‘crawls like
a snail all over the ground and leaves his
cursed slime behind wherever he goes’.
Jane Brown doesn’t agree with this and
tries to convince her readers that Brown
was not a ‘destroyer’. But even after reading this biography, I still find myself disliking Brown’s slightly monotonous style.
Those who love his gardens, however, will
be delighted with this book.

New Age pensioner
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Marie de Hennezel’s maddening
but inspiring book reads as if it
were written by someone elderly,
serene and intellectual. But
although she is nearly 65, you’d
never know it from the blonde
bob and unwrinkled skin.
Marie recalled a favourite aunt
turning 50. ‘That’s it!’ she cried.
‘I’m old. Men won’t look at me as
I walk past them any more.’ And
when Marie herself turned 50,
she remembered that scene and
laughed: ‘I had never felt so
alluring and self-confident.’ Ten
years later, however, it was a
different story. She had gone
through a divorce and an affair
that ended in disappointment.
Luckily, she was involved in a
symbolic incident, when a horse
she was riding became mired in
marshland, but managed, with a
huge effort, to free itself. ‘That
evening,’ writes de Hennezel, ‘I
realised life had just taught me a
thorough lesson.’
The lesson was, essentially, to
kick on with her book, which she
does unflinchingly and with deep
compassion. This is not an
account for the fainthearted. De
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Hennezel considers in stark
detail the loneliness and
indignity that are the grim
outriders of old age, and her
message is not a cheering one if
you thought you might be able to
avoid them. Acceptance, she
warns, is the only way.
But it’s not all bad news. The
chapter on elderly sex is an
eye-opener. She quotes the 18th
Century Princess Palatine who,
asked at what age sexual desire
disappeared, replied: ‘How
should I know? I’m only 80.’
The book suffers from some
notions drawn from the wilder
reaches of the fanciful. Her
theory that ‘repressed emotions

and unresolved conflicts’ may
lead to an elderly person’s
‘joining the ever-swelling ranks
of those who end their lives with
dementia’ is not supported in her
book by any medical evidence.
Where she shines, and why her
book is timely and admirable, is
in her insistence that age can and
should be a time of richness and
growth. She points out that the
ageing of the baby-boomer
generation means that the
management of the last decades
of life has become a hot topic. ‘It
is up to our generation to explore
a new way of growing old,’ de
Hennezel declares.
That means not just taking care
of the body, but also learning to
face the emotional and spiritual
challenges of ageing – solitude,
the loss of physical vitality, the
approach of death – without
being overwhelmed by them.
Her book is sometimes prone to
New Age rhetoric but her
essential idea – that old age
should be a stage of life as full
of potential as any other – will
appeal to oldies who have no
intention of just fading away.

