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MOONHILL, CUCKFIELD

Researching garden history can sometimes provide
unexpected finds — moments of serendipity in fact.
A case in point began with my purchase of The
Garden Book published by Phaidon. While glancing
initially through its pages | was intrigued to come
across a fine illustration of a house near Cuckfield
called Moonhill which had a garden created by the
influential Edwardian designer Thomas Mawson.

As | lived nearby, | decided to find out more about
this splendid Italianate-style garden. With help from
fellow SGT researcher, Liz Gilbert, my first step in
researching this site was to visit the East Sussex
Record Office to refer to the Ordnance Survey maps
of the period and look at various records of the site’s
history. Being a librarian at the RHS Lindley Library,
Lizwas able to check there for any further records of
the site. | also contacted the curator at the Cuckfield
Museum who provided me with additional historical
information and photographs.

The earliest records that we found dated from 1279
and show that the land and farm at Moonhill were
owned at that time by a Richard Mychell. For many

years subsequently the plot was known as Upper
Moonhill Farm. By 1861 it had become part of the large
estate of the Sergison family, with Moonhill covering
some 67 acres (27.1 hectares) in all. Horace Herriot
then became the farm’s owner in the late 1870s.

Major changes were in store, for in 1898 the then
current owner, Walter Lloyd commissioned the
architect, P Morley Horder to build a new house on
the site in the Arts and Crafts style; the garden was
to be designed by Thomas Mawson.

Brick-built with pebble dashing and half-timbered
gables, the house features a tower and copper-
coloured cupola. Thomas Mawson devised a
highly elaborate design scheme for the garden
which consisted of a large, rectangular lily pond
with up to four levels of terraced lawns and walks
together with clipped formal hedges and topiary.
These were laid out to the south and east of the
house. There was also a fine pergola built to the
south of the house. An axial path bisected the
garden from west to east, culminating at its eastern
end in a 3-acre (1.2 ha) plot of mixed woodland.
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It would appear from the 1911 OS map that this
scheme was partially carried out but, as the
photographs of the time show, it was far less
elaborate with fewer features than Mawson originally
envisaged.

In the 1920s the then owners, the Kleinworts,
who lived at nearby Heaselands with its fine plant
collection, rented the property to Lady Mary Meynell
who came from Yorkshire. Mrs Lampson, a founder

member of the Women’s Institute, was also a former
resident.

During the Second World War Moonhill was
requisitioned by the authorities for use by military
personnel; later it operated for some years as
a dispersal unit for East European refugees and
displaced persons. Today, itisin divided ownership.

Hilary May

Thomas Mawson

Thomas Mawson was born in 1861 in Lancashire. From the age of 12 he
worked for builders and nurseries until around 1882 when he established in
Windermere, Cumbria, a family nursery and contracting company — Mawson
Brothers. Mawson then became involved in the design of private gardens,
reaching the point in 1900 when he set up his own landscape design practice.
His work as a designer became prolific and he came to be regarded as one of
the leading and influential garden designers of his time.

In due course, Mawson's sphere of work spread into town planning and public
park schemes which he created for local authorities, not only in England, but as
far afield as Canada and Australia.

Mawson found the time to write two books — The Art and Craft of Garden Making,
which was published in 1900, and also Civic Arts in 1911. His work in landscape

designwas recognised in 1929 when he was elected as the first president of the Institute of Landscape Architects.

Mawson's designs were influenced by gardens of the medieval and Renaissance periods, particularly those of
Italy. Other significant design influences were Humphry Repton and Edward Kemp, the Victorian landscape
designer. One can say that Mawson's formal and often highly elaborate design style epitomised the Edwardian
era in garden-making. Thomas Mawson died in 1933 aged 72.




