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a b s t r a c t

The distribution and extent of detached gardens in a sample of ten English provincial towns were
examined for the eighteenth century, through cartographic analysis and the construction of GIS-
generated zones parallel to the urban fence. The study revealed that detached gardens formed a
distinct and abundant feature in the urban fringe, in particular within two hundred metres of the built-
up area. A longitudinal case study of the processes of plot transformation in Shrewsbury, based on maps
from 1830 to 1940, indicated that a reduction in provision of detached gardens was linked to booms in
the house building cycle, while periods of increased provision in the form of urban allotments were
occasioned by national emergencies. The system of provision was largely profit-motivated and it dis-
integrated as towns expanded in the middle and late nineteenth century. Garden ground provided the
prime location for housing and an awareness of its morphological frame is essential for an understanding
of expansion from the urban core. It is suggested that urban morphologists have neglected detached
gardens in their attempts to develop models of urban land transformation using the concept of the fringe
belt.

© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

The formation and later transformation of the urban fringe has
been a distinct and fruitful area of research among urban mor-
phologists ever since Conzen published his seminal work on Aln-
wick in 1960.1 Yet, despite more than fifty years of detailed
research, there remain some notable lacunae in our understanding,
particularly in relation to the development processes at work on
the fringes of towns in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
This is the period that sees the first distinctive group of land uses
and building types that have been recognised as typical of urban
fringes. Some early examples, such as the tenter racks of cloth
makers, are particular to their period and their plots were soon
redeveloped as technological advances made them redundant, but
others continued to characterise the fringe through the nineteenth
and into the twentieth centuries. This paper investigates the
developmental history of one of those long-lived land uses:
detached gardens.

Until now, detached gardens have hardly figured in the

interpretation of the morphology of the urban fringe. Our aim is to
investigate their significance for the changes that occurred in these
locations, particularly in the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies. We ask to what degree detached gardens are pertinent to an
understanding of the pattern of outward expansion of English
provincial towns, and whether the long-held hypothesis of resi-
dential development leap-frogging a belt of fringe features is a valid
interpretation. We consider the nature of the processes that
transformed the plots at the very edge of a town, whether local or
national influences were most significant and what type of people
and organisations were involved. Current geographical and his-
torical literature provides only a few descriptions of detached
gardens. These examples remain isolated and no attempt has been
made to determine the abundance and distribution of these gar-
dens on a wider scale. The research reported in this paper repre-
sents a starting point for an assessment of their importance in the
landscape of towns from the eighteenth to early twentieth cen-
turies. The research encompasses only long established and slowly
expanding English provincial towns. Rapidly growing or newly
founded industrial cities are excluded, as is London. Nonetheless,
there is important research on London's gardens which provides
comparative information and onwhich we draw in the conclusions.
There are also comparisons to be made with towns elsewhere in

* Corresponding author.
E-mail addresses: rosemarythornes@yahoo.co.uk (R. Thornes), T.R.Slater@bham.

ac.uk (T.R. Slater).
1 M.R.G. Conzen, Alnwick, Northumberland: A Study in Town Plan Analysis, Institute

of British Geographers, Publication 27, London, 1960.

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Journal of Historical Geography

journal homepage: www.elsevier .com/locate/ jhg

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jhg.2016.03.001
0305-7488/© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Journal of Historical Geography 53 (2016) 28e44

Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_surname
mailto:rosemarythornes@yahoo.co.uk
mailto:T.R.Slater@bham.ac.uk
mailto:T.R.Slater@bham.ac.uk
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.jhg.2016.03.001&domain=pdf
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/03057488
www.elsevier.com/locate/jhg
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jhg.2016.03.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jhg.2016.03.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jhg.2016.03.001


Europe.
The starting point for the research was Conzen's concept of ur-

ban fringe belt formation. Developing these ideas in the 1970s,
Whitehand and other researchers demonstrated the processes at
work behind fringe belt formation and development.2 In their
models, urban fringe uses established during periods of economic
standstill were conceived as being embedded in the later built-up
area in such a way that they remained distinctive in their plot
sizes and land uses. Eventually, in larger and faster growing towns,
housing development overtook them to use land clear of previous
development, leaving the former fringe as a distinctive zone of
irregular plot sizes and characteristic land uses. Some of these plots
might eventually be sold for later housing development (orna-
mental villas were especially susceptible) but generally the fringe
belts of a town remain distinctive zones through to the present.
Since then, there have been specialised studies of particular fringe
land uses, including golf courses, Victorian ornamental villas and
institutions, as well as the impact of fringe belts on urban nature
conservation.3 There has also been research on the chronology of
land use succession within the plots of fringe belt zones and the
impact this has on plot transformation.4 Most recently there have
been comparative studies of fringe belt development in different
countries and regions demonstrating that the concept is a useful
way of describing and explaining very distinctive physical and land
use patterns in cities of different sizes, origins and socio-political
systems.5

Provincial towns and their gardens in the eighteenth century

In the mid eighteenth century most English provincial towns still
displayed a nucleated form. The increasing number of residents
was housed through the infill of existing urban plots and by limited
compact ribbon development along main roads. Urban boundaries
remained visible and easily identifiable in the early eighteenth
century, as is demonstrated by the prospects and panoramas dating
from this period drawn by Samuel and Nathaniel Buck and others,
usually depicting a densely clustered settlement viewed across
fields (Fig. 1). Only one of these nearly eighty prospects, that for

Durham (1745), unambiguously shows detached gardens, in this
case located on the steep western slopes of the incised meander on
which the cathedral stands, but others, such as Norwich (1741), are
highly suggestive of extramural gardens. The majority of these
prospects use carefully drawn groups of people engaged in recre-
ational pursuits to enliven the foreground, setting them in roughly
sketched agricultural or woodland scenery. They do not pretend to
accuracy, though we can note in passing that a number do show
tenterfields and their characteristic drying racks.6

Over the past thirty years urban historians and historical ge-
ographers have gradually built up a rounded picture of provincial
towns, detailing population growth, economy, administration,
building types, improvements and recreational opportunities.
However, references to activities outside the urban core are largely
limited to analysis of the improvement of transport links and the
beginnings of villa development beyond the town limits. Little
attention has been paid to land uses in the immediate fringe of the
built-up zone.7 Some consideration has been given to the provision
of essential fresh foods which, as von Thünen hypothesised as far
back as 1826, were limited by slow transport and lack of refriger-
ation and had to be produced in a zone 0.1e0.6 kmwide, where soil
fertility was maintained by manure from cattle in cow sheds and
stables in the town centre.8 Milk was the major example and it
must have been produced either by nearby farms or suburban cow-
keepers from where it could have been delivered daily.9 It is also
assumed that vegetables were grown commercially near towns and
brought freshly to markets on a regular basis, though few details
are available for towns other than London.10 However, it is impor-
tant to note that the detached gardens which are the subject of this
paper are not commercial vegetable gardens of this kind. Neither
are these detached gardens commercial nursery gardens. Most
provincial towns had one or more of these on their fringe, sup-
plying plants to the owners of ornamental villas and country es-
tates in the vicinity. Veitch's of Exeter and Pope's of Handsworth,
near Birmingham, are notable examples.11 They increased in
number through the early nineteenth century but few towns had
more than two or three such nursery gardens.

The compact nature of provincial towns meant that most resi-
dents lived within walking distance of the surrounding country-
side. Although the labouring classes had little spare time for leisure,
there is some evidence that the urban fringe was commonly used
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