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Summary 

A scholar of Wordsworth (whose father was steward at 

Lowther) remarked in 2008 that óit is ironic that despite years 

of neglect, the site now better evokes the romantic ideal that 

inspired its construction than at any time in its history.ô  The 

place is often described as a magical landscape. There are 

therefore no plans to rebuild the castle, only to distil its status 

by enhancing the qualities of the site, expressed in many 

layers and dimensions through time: garden design of the 

17th century, architecture, enlightenment and exploitation of 

the 18th century, culture and class of the 19th century, 

turmoil and change of the 20th century.  

After 20 years of work to find ways to bring the castle and 

garden to life, plans are about to take shape. The 

development will take place in phases. From 2011 visitors 

will be able to see the gardens being uncovered and repairs 

in action. The Project will be complete in 2014, the first step 

of a journey of rediscovery and renaissance that will continue 

for many years.  

Lowther Castle and Gardens will be in the UKôs top rank of 

gardens to visit. The Project is Cumbria Tourismôs priority 

and meets the criteria to be a flagship project for the Lake 

District National Parkôs bid to UNESCO for World Heritage 

Site status.  

The £9m re-development will attract 125,000 visitors a year 

and provide 17 full time jobs within the attraction and many 

more across Cumbria. 

The ruins of Lowther Castle, its massive stables 

and over 20 astonishing hidden gardens will soon 

open to the public for the first time. In 2009, the 

Northwest Regional Development Agency and 

European Regional Development Fund approved 

plans for a £9 million project at Lowther to create a 

major new visitor attraction in the Lake District.  

Lowther Castle and Gardens are in the north of the 

Lake District National Park, four miles from the M6 

junction 40. The 130 acre, Grade II* listed site 

contains the remnants of at least three significant 

buildings, and of gardens that represent 400 years 

of garden history including one of Englandôs 

greatest 17th century gardens. The Castle and 

Gardens are at the centre of the 3,500 acre 

Lowther Park, the heart of a 75,000 acre estate 

that has been inhabited for 5,000 years. It has 

been the seat of the Lowther family, the Earls of 

Lonsdale, for 800 years and is a thriving modern 

business in an ancient landscape. 

For years the significance and potential of Lowther 

Castle and Gardens had been recognised, but the 

castle had deteriorated and since 1999 had been 

on English Heritageôs register of buildings most óat 

riskô. The gardens were overgrown, lost in 

vegetation, trees had grown into twisted shapes, 

the remains of garden structures covered in moss 

and lichen.  
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Lowther Castle 

  

Lowther Hall, the first of three known buildings on the site (above); 

the East Sculpture gallery (above right) and in its current condition 

(below right). 

The first recorded house in the 12th Century was a 

simple ópeleô tower. The second burnt down in 

1718, only 24 years after it was built, then stood in 

partial ruin.  The present building was chosen after 

years of considering the designs of architects of 

the day (including Colen Campbell, James Gibbs, 

Matthew Brettingham and both Robert and James 

Adam). Their drawings form a remarkable 

collection in the Lonsdale Archive.  

 

The chosen design was a castle of many turrets 

and towers, built in 1806, the first commission of 

Robert Smirke, who later built the British Museum. 

The north and south facades (over 400 foot long) 

and central tower still stand. The castle has been 

likened to óan old lady with perfect skinô, such is the 

quality of the pink ashlar stonework. Inside, the 

decorations were in high Victorian Gothic style by 

Pugin and many furnishings were brought back 

from post-revolution France. A Sculpture Gallery 

added in 1814, its plaster vaulted ceiling by 

Bernasconi, the final piece of executed work in the 

castle buildings, is the only surviving roofed part of 

the castle but now badly damaged.  

 

A two-storey stable block, almost as large as the 

castle, contains fragments of the 17th century 

house.  

 

The last resident of Lowther Castle was the 

colourful óYellow Earlô, who left the castle in 1936. 
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The story of the Gardens 

óSixty acres of smooth green sward made up the spacious 

lawns and these were broken up by banks of flowering 

shrubs and forest and ornamental trees and gemmed with 

beds and borders of brilliant colour. The phlox border, 600 

yards long, was filled with 15,000 phlox plants in special 

varieties é.Hughôs Garden, by Jack Croftôs Pond, was a 

sight in itself, for here were eleven acres laid out on a plan 

which the late Lord Lonsdale brought back from Versailles. 

The Rose Garden was always a great sight at Lowther, for in 

extent it was one acre and a third, and 20,000 roses were 

planted here. In the springtime daffodils made the lawns into 

Fields of the Cloth of Gold, for the bulbs were put in by the 

hundredweight year after year.ô (Cumberland and 

Westmorland Herald, 14 June 1947)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

óDon't go to Lowther if you are looking for herbaceous 

borders or flowery rose gardens - there aren't any. Lowther is 

a truly lost garden, of which only traces remain in the ghostly 

remnants of follies and temples, flights of grand stone steps 

that now lead to and from nowhere, and stone-built features 

transformed into peculiar creatures through the accretion of 

years of moss. At its heart, the magnificent ruined castle 

must surely be one of the finest wrecks in Britain.ô (Matthew 

Wilson, presenter of Channel 4's The Landscape Man, and 

former Trustee of the Lowther Castle and Gardens Trust, in 

My Favourite Gardens, Guardian, 13 May 2010) 

Hidden behind the facade of Lowther Castle are 

130 acres of astonishing and undiscovered 

gardens. Overlooking the Lake District from a high 

limestone escarpment, the gardens were set out in 

the 17th Century by the Viscount of Lonsdale and 

were inspired by the gardens at Versailles. Soon 

after the gardens were complete, two Dutch artists 

toured England to make óbirdôs eye viewô drawings 

of royal palaces and other large houses. Their 

drawing (see page 16) shows the huge scale of 

Lowther, the óChatsworth of the Northô.  

 

Successive Earls of Lonsdale added to the 

gardens, which represent 400 years of fine garden 

design, including an elaborate series of 20 

Edwardian pleasure gardens with 18 pavilions. The 

gardens were open to visitors for one season in 

1938, but during the Second World War parts of 

the garden and thousands of acres of parkland 

were destroyed by the army to test a secret tank 

weapon. The grounds were closed for 70 years, 

the majority being laid to forestry by the 7th Earl of 

Lonsdale in the 1950s. They are now almost 

inaccessible and buried in vegetation, but the 

skeleton remains. The gardens, the castle and the 

surrounding parkland are Grade II* listed.  
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The story of the Gardens (contd) 

A unique geology and climate ï exposure, limestone, height 

above sea level - contribute to unique growing conditions 

and habitat. The gardens contain a very high number of 

different species for a park in Northern England. Ecological 

heritage assets include rare trees, newts, all but one UK 

species of bat, rare lichens, red squirrels, a heronry, and the 

very rare limestone pavement with its unique ecosystem. 

Recent reports from younger visitors of evidence of dragons 

and fairies have yet to be confirmed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I was bowled over by the setting and subsequently 

read a quote by Lord Macartney - c.1794 - óif any place 

can be said in any respect to have similar features to 

the western part of Van-shooquen (in China, where he 

was ambassador 1793-4) it is at Lowther Hallô -  the 

extent of prospect, the grand surrounding objects, the 

noble situation... etc.  

In the eighteenth Century aesthetes and garden critics 

began to look beyond the garden wall and to consider 

the context and views beyond - previously ónatureô was 

considered rough, terrifying and somewhere to be 

avoided. Part of the unlocking of this fear was the 

concept of ósharawadgiô - the borrowed view that was 

used in Chinese gardens.  

Lowther has a quality of light and magnificence of 

setting that puts it into a league of its own. Dominic 

Cole, landscape architect, Land Use Consultants.   

 

The limestone escarpment on the west side is over 

1km long and provides views across the fells to the 

northern mountains of the lakes.  The viewing 

terrace is one of the earliest of its kind in the 

country - pre-dating those at Muncaster, Dun-

combe terrace, etc - dated 1680 or earlier. It was 

more than a century later, during the Romantic era, 

when Nature became something to be appreciated 

within and from a garden. The Lowther terrace is 

also one of the most spectacular. There are few 

people who do not involuntarily draw breath when 

first emerging onto the Western escarpment. 

óThe southern gardens still display much of the 

character revealed by Knyff and Kip in 1707. The 

long, axial walks, the sequence of enclosures, the 

yews, the central lawns, the western plantation 

called óJack Croftô, and the Terrace walk, are all, 

essentially, derived from the 17th century, even 

though considerably modified and refined in 

subsequent centuries. .... This remarkable survival 

is one of the qualities which give Lowther a claim 

on the future.ô  (John Martin Robinson, historian.)  


