Upper Swainswick Manor Garden
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Geophysical
he village of Upper Swainswick lies some 4 km to the northeast of Bath, on
survey work
the southwest facing slopes of the Lam Brook valley. The extensive remains
on the site of
of an early garden are to be found to the northwest of the Manor House,
an early 17th below Tadwick Lane at the north end of the village (ST 756685) (see Figure 1). This is
Century garden a report on a geophysical survey carried out at the site by BACAS between 10 and 13
May 2011.
Laurie Bingle
Road improvements to Tadwick Lane around 2000 led to new interest in the history of this garden
site and its striking walls and earthworks (see Figure 2). Mary Stacey, then Conservation Manager of
Bath and North East Somerset Council (BaNES), and Rob Iles of English Heritage (both members of
the Avon Gardens Trust) then arranged for survey and documentary research work on the site to be
carried out by the Avon Gardens Trust during the past decade (Iles & Bingle 2005, Iles & Bingle 2006).
Some funding was also provided by BaNES to carry out conservation repair work to the walls under
the Voluntary Sector Funding scheme.
The early modern history of the site appears to begin with the inheritance of the Manor of
Swainswick by Oriel College, Oxford in 1521. The college appointed a farmer and agent to live at
the Manor House. It was later occupied, in this role, by the Prynne family from about 1616. There
appears to have been strong connection between occupancy of the Manor House and the garden
facing it to the northwest. An Oriel College map of 1729 is the earliest known map of the site and
seems to show the earthworks field, possibly conventionally, as an orchard (see Figure 3).
Figure 1
Location of Upper Swainswick Manor gardens, the Manor House, St Mary’s Church and the north
end of the village. The two terraces and the remaining earthworks can also be seen.
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Figure 2
View of the site
from the west
corner showing the
earthworks below the
stone retaining walls.

Survey work carried out in 2006 produced a plan and section of the sloping site showing two long
terraces facing southwest at the upper end of the site next to Tadwick Lane, supported by large and
carefully built stone retaining walls. Below the terraces are the remains of extensive but eroded
earthworks over the lower part of the site (see Figure 4).

Geologically, most of the site is on Bridport Sands. Above the site there is Inferior Oolite and below
this bed, but above Tadwick Lane, there is an underground spring. Water courses arising from the
spring are important within the site. There is a stone pumping chamber on the first terrace and a tufa
feature, with a water source below. Water may have been canalised through the earthworks field to end
in what appears to have been a rectangular pond, ornamental or useful, in the west corner of the site.
The water then leaves the site through a wall feature on its way to join the Lam Brook.
Similar water features are found at St Catherine’s Court some 2.7 km to the northeast over Charmy
Down. There is also the grander example of water features in the west garden at Dyrham Park to the
north (see Figure 6).

On the upper, second, terrace there is map evidence of a polygonal gazebo at the northwest end,
taking advantage of the fine view up the Lam Brook valley (see Figure 3). Remains of the gazebo have
probably not survived the highway works on Tadwick Lane.

The purpose of the 2011 geophysical survey was to add information to the earlier survey work. The
“below the surface” survey would, it was hoped, reveal remaining features and structures below the
TL
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map of the
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level of the erosion due to the “churn”
effect from pig-grazing in the last
century and also from the eroding
effect of the water-courses passing
through the site. This was for guidance
in carrying out further survey work
and digging to reveal details of any
remaining masonry construction.

After discussion on site with John
Oswin about the possibility of survey
work, a resistivity survey was planned
and carried by the BACAS team led by
John between Tuesday 10 May and
Friday 13 May 2011. 20m square grids
were set out on an alignment parallel
to the contours, using the lower of the
main retaining walls as a base line.

A

The weather was good with no rain. It
is, however, to be noted that parts of
the site are permanently waterlogged
from the water-courses. With the
considerable slope of the site to the
southwest and the remains of terracing
separated by earthwork banks there
were (to this observer!) some
difficulties in traversing with the
resistivity meter frame. The results
from the resistivity survey are shown
in Figure 5.
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Figure 4 above
The 2006 surface
survey of the
earthworks (Iles
and Bingle,
2006).
Figure 5 left
Results from the
resistivity survey
of the site.
Letters are
referenced in
the text.

Discussion
Although perhaps not as clearly as first
hoped, because of the wet conditions, the
resistivity survey generally supports the
surface survey’s indications of earthwork
banks and terraces aligned northwest/
southeast in the upper part of the
earthworks field and, on a smaller scale,
northeast/southwest in the southern
corner of the site.

At the top of the earthworks field,
there is a solid line probably representing
the foundation of the lower of the large Figure 6
retaining wall (A). Except for larger
Cascades at Dyrham Park west garden. Were similar but
smaller features to be seen at Swainswick?
retaining walls, garden masonry
structures are not generally as robust as building remains and this may account for the larger but
weaker areas of anomaly seen a third of the way down the slope (B, C, D and E) and another weaker
area further down the slope (F). These areas may result from a concentration or meeting of earthwork
banks and terracing seen at these points on the surface plan.

Conclusions
The three areas (C, D and E) are where (with the owners’ permission), probing, followed by localised
geophysics and then small scale trenching, may provide more information on the construction of the
terracing and any steps, canalised water-courses and cascade features.
Other possible areas of future investigation lie outside the site: Using geophysics, it may be feasible
to locate the line of the stone conduit that arrives at the pumping chamber on the upper terrace and to
locate the position of the springhead on the northeast side of Tadwick Lane.
Besides the examples of St Catherine’s Court and Dyrham referred to, there have been intriguing
reports of other sites with terracing, possibly for ornament or cultivation, higher up the Lam Brook
valley which may involve springs and resulting water features. It would be interesting to locate similar
terraced and spring-fed sites with the help of Google Earth mapping.

At present it appears that at Swainswick, the earthwork terraces and possibly canalised water-courses
were laid out in the later part of the 17th Century but were not recorded on the 1729 map or had, by
that time, been abandoned. This would have some parallels to the history of Dyrham gardens,
(although the scale is of course completely different). It is also possible that the garden was in fact from
the later 18th Century although a date in the 17th Century appears more likely. Any information from
the current geophysics or further investigations that would clarify this history would be valuable. As
well as survey work, the Avon Gardens Trust hopes to continue limited conservation repairs to dry-stone
walling to secure the future of the site and to improve site access.
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