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Lord William Gordon and the picturesque occupation of 
Derwentwater in the 1780s

Derek Denman

Lord William Gordon (1744-1823) purchased most of the farm tenements on the 
western shore of Derwentwater in the 1780s, combining them into a picturesque lake-
shore park with a pavilion-style building at Water End. This historical study considers 
the relationship between the biography of Gordon and the changing expectations of 
property owners on Derwentwater, as the lake scenery became celebrated for its 
picturesque aesthetics. It is argued that Gordon’s purposes in choosing Derwentwater 
for his country estate probably included a wish to enhance his reputation and perceived 
taste through this highly-visible intervention, including an ambition to create an overall 
scheme of management for Derwentwater and its environs, consistent with the earlier 
ideas of William Gilpin.

Introduction

NEITHER Lord William Gordon nor his estate on Derwentwater have 
previously been the subject of a full study, though Murdoch has discussed 
them in the context of the development of picturesque architecture, and 

Winchester has outlined the basic process of the estate’s creation.1 William Green 
provided the earliest assessment, particularly of the planting, in his New Tourist’s 
Guide of 1819.2 From 1834 Gordon’s nephew, Sir John Woodford (1785-1879) held 
the estate, becoming a reclusive resident. Woodford’s ownership and the family’s 
memories of the estate created by Gordon were recorded in J Fisher Crosthwaite’s 
Memoir of Sir John Woodford, of 1883.3 Partly because Gordon did not explain his 
purpose in purchasing an estate on Derwentwater, and because few sources remain, 
he has a only small place in the historiography of the English Lakes, based on the 
contemporary discourse and on his relationship with the better-known members of 
the Gordon family and the Gordon riots.4 This article, which seeks to interpret the 
intentions of and the motives for Gordon’s intervention, is based on a study using 
historical sources, including contemporary maps and plans.5 Though Hyde and 
Pevsner provides a useful description of the building, this important estate has not yet 
been the subject of an expert field study of the archaeological and architectural source 
material, which might give further insights into the questions raised here, as well as 
being a valuable separate study.6

The pivotal date of the narrative is 1781, when Gordon married an heiress and agreed 
to purchase Water End. This article considers firstly the changing perceptions of 
Derwentwater and of the role of its property owners up to 1781, and secondly the 
life of Gordon to the same date. This provides the foundation for an investigation and 
interpretation of Gordon’s intervention around Derwentwater, though constrained by 
the limited primary sources.
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Derwentwater to 1781: the opportunity for intervention

The development of a gentry interest in the aesthetics of landscape in the English 
Lakes probably dates from George Smith’s Journey to the Black Lead Mines, published 
in 1751 in the Gentleman’s Magazine.7 Bicknell’s Picturesque Bibliography excludes 
that article, for being published in a periodical, but provides an excellent record of 
the published works.8 The complete discourse on the English Lakes of the second 
half of the eighteenth century, through topographical prose, painting, and poetry, 
might be considered to constitute the early deeds of the cultural property which was 
being created, overlaid on the real property. That cultural property was further defined 
and claimed through gentry tourism, facilitated from c.1770 by turnpike roads, and 
recorded, rather than created, in Thomas West’s Guide of 1778 as the touring routes, 
viewing stations and the visual prospects to be enjoyed.9 Wordsworth, in the 1810 text 
of what would become his Guide, justified the claim to a ‘sort of national property’, or 
for new public customary rights over private property, through the actions of tourists 
with a correct taste, ‘by their visits (oft repeated)’.10

Even a cursory examination of the early discourse indicates a fact which Thomason 
and Woof’s Derwentwater the Vale of Elysium demonstrates in detail, that Derwentwater, 
with its amphitheatrical mountain setting, provided the first and principal focus of 
interest in the English Lakes.11 From the 1770s Keswick quickly developed from a 
run-down market and mining town to become the centre of tourism, its role and 
prosperity being confirmed through the French wars of the 1790s, when picturesque 
tourism was at its height.12 The mountains and fellsides, seen in the prospects from 
the various viewing stations around Derwentwater, were mostly unenclosed common 
grazing in the 1770s, but a strip of visually important enclosures existed around 
almost the whole of the lake perimeter. Fig. 1 shows Derwentwater, its peripheral 
enclosed land, and the major manors and estates in 1781. The method of management 
of that small strip of peripheral land became the focus of the attention of tourists, 
artists and writers.13 Landowners could increasingly expect to be praised or criticised 
in publications by an influential high-status community of culture, in accordance 
with the current judgments of taste which, elsewhere, might have been applied to a 
gentleman’s park. Such a process brought threats for some existing owners, such as 
the Greenwich Hospital, and opportunities for others to purchase property, such as 
Joseph Pocklington and Lord William Gordon.14

The principal resident gentleman of Keswick in the mid-eighteenth century was Edward 
Stephenson (1691-1768), titled Governor after a period of office as the last Governor 
of Bengal lasting almost two days in 1728.15 He became wealthy enough from his 
service in the East India Company to purchase substantial property in Cumberland, 
including land in Borrowdale around the head of the lake. William Bellers dedicated his 
first view of Derwentwater, published in 1752, to Stephenson and it is therefore likely 
that Stephenson was comfortable with the changing perceptions of Derwentwater.16

The Royal Greenwich Hospital for Seamen was the principal Derwentwater 
landowner and became much less comfortable. The rents and profits of the estates of 
the executed third earl of Derwentwater were granted to the Hospital by the crown 
in 1735.17 The Hospital had responsibility for the estate which occupied almost the 
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Fig. 1. The enclosed lands around Derwentwater in 1781.
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whole of the eastern shore, together with half of the lake and Lord’s and Rampsholme 
islands, as well as acting as the lord of the manors of Castlerigg & Derwentwater and 
Thornthwaite. The purpose of the grant of the Derwentwater Estate, the majority 
of which was in Northumberland, was to provide revenues for the support of the 
charity, and therefore the mode of management had to optimise the economic benefit. 
In 1739 the Hospital gained the King’s warrant to sell the mature timber on the 
whole estate, to purchase part of encumbrances which were fixed at high interest rates. 
Because of cartels among the northern wood merchants, the sale was not agreed until 
1747. The subsequent clear-felling of their timber around Derwentwater, including 
the celebrated oak wood known as Crow Park, lasted into the 1750s. This coincided 
with the discovery of Derwentwater as an English Arcadia, and led to the continual 
vilification of the Hospital as the despoilers of woodland. This episode elevated 
the management of woodland, including planting, to the principal aspect of estate 
management through which a Derwentwater landowner’s taste would be judged. It 
also demonstrated the deprecation which could be expected by transgressors.

The western shore, in the township of Portinscale and the manor of Braithwaite and 
Coledale, was occupied by a number of small customary tenements. These were 
typical mixed farms of small closes, with rights of pasture on the fellside above. 
These farms also contained three large areas of woodland, Faw Park, Water End and 
Brandlehow, probably the legacy of non-ferrous mining operations.18 Before 1759 the 
wood belonged to the lord of the manor, Charles Wyndham (1710-1763), the second 
lord Egremont, and was managed as working woodlands of coppice and timber.

In the first edition of his Guide in 1778, West had made Faw Park, on the western 
shore, one of his stations, or picturesque viewing points, noting it as ’a round hill 
completely cloathed in wood’.19 The notes he wrote in 1779, published posthumously 
in the second edition of 1780 by the editor, William Cockin, summarised the problem 
of a guide writer. This note was repeated in further editions:-

There is one impediment attends his descriptions, and that is, the annual fall of timber and coppice-
wood, and the frequent removal of the picturesque trees, which take place on the borders of the 
lakes. These accidents, however, as they cannot be prevented, must be allowed for by the candid 
traveller, where he finds the original differing in these respects from the account given of it in the 
book.

The fall of Crow-park on Derwentwater has long been regretted. And the present fall of Lord Egr-
m-t’s woods has denuded a considerable part of the western borders of the lake. Nor is Mr Gray’s 
beautiful description of Foe-park above mentioned, to be now verified.20,21

By 1780 most of those woods were no longer owned by Lord Egremont. Enfranchisement 
had been offered to the customary tenants in 1759, and a second chance was given in 
1777 by George O’Brien Wyndham (1751-1837), the third Lord Egremont.22 By 1780 
a total of just £516 had been raised from the enfranchisement of five tenements on 
the western shore, with another £2318 for the wood.23 This was slightly more than the 
Greenwich Hospital had received for the wood on Crow Park, but the responsibility 
for cutting, planting and growing now lay with the new freeholders.24 The £963 paid 
for the Faw Park wood was recovered by felling for timber, as regretted by West. The 
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wood at Brandelhow, for which Robert Baynes of Cockermouth paid £1048 in 1774, 
was partially felled and sprung/replanted. The wood at Water End, the heart of Lord 
William Gordon’s later park, was purchased in 1759 for just £145 by John Fletcher, 
carpenter, of Water End, and appears to have been mostly coppice woodland of birch 
and oak in a patchwork of small closes, probably on short rotations.25 Clearly this 
shore was not managed for ornament in the 1770s, and the number and nature of 
new ownerships did not permit the solution which was emerging on the eastern shore, 
where the Greenwich Hospital had extensively sprung or planted for timber, not 
coppice.

The development of a practice of the picturesque in art and landscape architecture 
can be associated with the work and publications of the acknowledged Master of 
the Picturesque, William Gilpin (1724-1804), a native of Cumberland and vicar of 
Boldre.26 His recommended practice to the tourist ‘was “that of not merely describing; 
but of adapting the description of natural scenery to the principles of artificial 
landscape”.’27 Gilpin had toured and recorded the eastern shore of Derwentwater 
in 1772 as part of his series of tours which commenced in 1770.28 For each tour he 
wrote a series of manuscript observations to accompany his drawings.29 These tours 
were unpublished until 1782, due to the high cost of reproducing the illustrations, but 
the manuscripts of each tour were widely circulated soon after the completion of the 
volume. Those for the English Lakes reached George III and Queen Charlotte in the 
1770s, and the Queen accepted the dedication of Gilpin’s first volume on the English 
Lakes, published in 1786.30

It was in the second volume to include the English Lakes, from a journey mainly of 
Scotland and its Highlands in 1776, but finally published in 1789, that Gilpin made 
the first recorded horseback tour around the lake.31 The circuit using a boat had been 
undertaken by Arthur Young in 1768 and published in 1770, and that continued to be 
the usual practice through the 1770s.32 As the major part of his text, Gilpin promoted 
an overall management plan for Derwentwater, on picturesque principles;

A circuit round the lake, naturally suggests the visionary idea of improving it. If the whole lake (I 
mean the whole district of land and water, contained within the circumference of the mountains,) 
belonged to one person, a nobler scene for improvement could not well be conceived. … It might 
be rendered more accessible – it might be cleared of deformities – it might be planted, -and it might be 
decorated.33

He saw plantations being finally shaped by the axe and the scene decorated by building, 
to the extent that the whole lake scenery would be managed according to picturesque 
theory, as a park might be designed. Gilpin’s scheme envisaged a good road for 
carriages, presumably via Grange-in-Borrowdale, ‘but such a road as would form both 
a pleasing line in itself; and shew the beauties of the lake to the best advantage’.34

Between them West and Gilpin authored the early picturesque tours of the English 
Lakes. They instructed the tourist and artist in which routes to take, where and how 
the natural landscape should be seen or drawn, the deficiencies of those prospects in 
terms of picturesque theory of composition, and the improvements which might be 
made either in representational art or by the intervention of landscape architecture.
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Lord William Gordon up to 1781: disgrace, rehabilitation and landscape 
architecture

The Honourable William Gordon (1744-1823), known as Lord William Gordon, 
was the second son of Cosmo George Gordon (1720-1752), third Duke of Gordon 
and sixth Marquess. The first son, Alexander (1743-1827), became the fourth Duke 
of Gordon when he, Lord William, and Lord George Gordon (1751-1793), were 
children. Their mother was born Lady Catherine Gordon (1718-1779), daughter of 
the second Earl of Aberdeen.35 As Bulloch notes; ‘This double dose of Gordon blood 
was bad for the peace of mind of the ducal family’.36 In 1767 Alexander Gordon 
married Jane Maxwell (1749-1812) who, as Duchess of Gordon, became notable as a 
London hostess, and was ‘the leading female Pittite for a considerable period’.37 The 
birth of their son in 1770 confirmed the exclusion of Lord William from future title or 
wealth, and from any defined role in public life.38

Lord William Gordon gained notoriety in 1768 by taking flight with Lady Sarah 
Bunbury (1745-1826). Born Sarah Lennox, daughter of the second Duke of Richmond 
and Lennox, she was a favourite of George II, and a desired but inadvisable candidate 
for marriage to George III.39 In 1769 Sarah returned to Goodwood, the home of her 
brother, the third Duke of Richmond, but with Gordon’s child. Charles Bunbury sued 
for divorce, which was granted by the court and given effect by an Act of Parliament in 
May 1776. The salacious details enriched one of the most notorious published divorce 
cases of the eighteenth century, leaving a permanent rift between Gordon and George 
III which seriously affected Gordon’s future chances of preferment.40 On 14 August 
1770, after resigning his commission, ‘Lord William Gordon … left England in 1770 
vowing never to return. With a knapsack on his back and no company other than a 
very big dog he aimed to walk to Rome’.41

Gordon had returned to Edinburgh by 1771, and rented Carolside, near Earlston 
in Berwickshire, from April 1773 to April 1777.42 When in town he stayed at the 
Duke’s house in Upper Grosvenor Street.43 Gordon’s social rehabilitation awaited the 
completion of the Bunbury divorce in 1776, but was then pursued vigorously by his 
family. An attempt, in 1776, to make him Vice-Admiral of Scotland failed.44 The King 
then refused Gordon the rank of lieutenant colonel in a new regiment, writing that ‘he 
does not have the smallest claim to military rank’, but in compensation, and wishing 
to avoid offence to the Duke of Gordon, Lord North arranged for Lord William to 
have the Deputy Rangership of Green Park and St James’s Park.45 The Rangership 
came with Green Park Lodge, the fine early Adam House in Piccadilly which became 
Gordon’s official and principal residence for life. In April 1779 Gordon obtained a seat 
in Parliament for Elginshire’.46 He then represented Morayshire until 1784, Inverness-
shire 1784-90 and Horsham, Sussex, through the Ingram interest, from 1802-6.47

Gordon’s recovery of social position by 1779 was swiftly followed by Lord George’s 
role in engendering the Gordon riots of June 1780. He was then in the Tower of 
London until 4 February 1781, awaiting trial for treason. On 24 Jan 1781, Lord 
William and others accompanied Lord George from the Tower for his arraignment 
and plea, and attended the trial with the whole family on 4-5 February, at which 
Lord George was acquitted.48 While the riots and trial were a serious setback for the 
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position of the Gordon family, they gave Lord William an opportunity to promote his 
comparative responsibility, hoping to correct his lack of either a significant income or 
property. He had ‘a quick perception in all the modes of applicable adulation, and an 
intuitive sagacity in discerning the most direct and effectual roads to preferment … 
He is a constant attender at St. James’s on every vacancy …’.49

It was a truth generally acknowledged that a single aristocrat, without possession of 
a good fortune, must be in want of an heiress. In September 1780, the London Packet 
reported that ‘Lord William Gordon is to be married, in a few days time, to the second 
daughter of Viscountess Irwin’.50 Charles Ingram (1727-1778), 9th and last Viscount 
Irwin, died without a male heir on 19 June 1778. His second daughter, Frances Ingram 
Shepheard (12th July 1761-1841), became co-heir to a large fortune.51 At 19, Frances 
could not marry without consent, since Lord Hardwicke’s Clandestine Marriages Act 
had set the age at 21 and she was a ward of the Court of Chancery under her father’s 
will.52 Mother and daughter both wished the marriage to proceed:-‘The family are 
so much attached to the match, that on a friend’s remonstrating with Lady Irwin, on 
introducing a man of Lord William’s gay character into so near an alliance with her 
family, her Ladyship replied, “with all his faults my daughter shall have him.” ’53

An application was made in Chancery, in October 1780, to gain consent to the 
marriage, to ascertain the inheritance of Frances Ingram Shepheard, and to agree 
the assignment of certain funds from the Shepheard fortune to Lord William. In early 
1781 Gordon had neither an estate nor fortune, and his annual income from grants 
and positions was just £900.54 He proposed to assign only £10,350 in old South 
Sea annuities to himself.55 Permission to marry was refused by Chancellor Thurlow 
on 22 January 1781, on the grounds of their disparity of fortune, and was appealed 
unsuccessfully in the Lords on 9 February 1781, just four days after the acquittal 
of Lord George Gordon.56 On 14 February the press reported that in defiance of 
the Court of Chancery ‘Lord William Gordon … is making Preparations for his 
approaching Nuptials, which he means to celebrate, in spite of the Interposition of 
every legal Impediment’.57 The couple were married on 6 March 1781 in the family 
church of the Ingrams. 58

By this time Lord William had a very high public profile and had gained the sympathy 
of both the public, as a romantic figure, and also of the aristocracy. They had expected 
Lord Hardwicke’s Act to protect the fortunes of the old families from charming 
adventurers, and not to prevent replenishment of aristocratic coffers by means of 
heiresses. The couple returned to London to receive royal approval of the marriage 
and acceptance at court. On 21 March, ‘the Duke of Gordon presented his brother, 
Lord William Gordon, to his Majesty, on Account of his late Marriage’.59 On 23 March 
‘Lord William Gordon and his Lady were presented to the Queen in the Drawing 
Room [at St. James] on account of their marriage, and most graciously received.60 The 
Court of Chancery did not move to have the marriage annulled.

After his marriage in March 1781 Gordon had two addresses; Green Park Lodge as 
his town house in Piccadilly, and the use of the Ingram seat of Temple Newsham, near 
Leeds. From 1781 Green Park Lodge was the principal residence of Lord William and 
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Lady Gordon, who developed a high-profile role in London society and at court. ‘The 
new vis-à-vis of Lord William Gordon is justly commended as one of the most elegant 
carriages now about town: the body is ash coloured, and the carriage and wheels 
brimstone yellow, with silver springs etc’.61 At some time before 8 June 1781 Gordon 
hosted a reception at the Lodge for the visiting Persian Ambassadors, attended by the 
Duke of Gloucester.62 Gordon was clearly a flamboyant person, who wished to be 
noticed.

The interest in landscape architecture of Gordon and his family was established well 
before 1781. In eighteenth-century England, and in some parts of Scotland, landscape 
gardening combined with painting and poetry to form the triple arts. A landed 
gentleman or aristocrat could demonstrate his taste without employing an expensive 
fashionable designer. Gordon’s uncle was Lord Adam Gordon (c.1726-1801) later 
General Gordon. Lord Adam was ‘a talented landscape gardener, had designed and 
laid out the landscape gardens of Prestonhall, Midlothian in 1767 and in 1781 was 
creating the garden at The Burn, Kincardineshire’.63

In 1778 it was reported that ‘Lord William Gordon, the Deputy Ranger of the Parks, 
has obtained leave to enclose a considerable part of the Green Park, … this ground is 
intended to be laid out in a beautiful shrubbery, and … this will be an elegant addition 
to the Deputy Ranger’s dwelling’.64 Fig. 2 is Horwood’s map of the area from 1792-
9, representing the garden made by Gordon.65 In December 1781 it was reported 
that, ‘On a scale so confined as the Lodge in the Green Park, and the little Plot of 
Ground about it, there is not, to the Praise of Lord William Gordon be it spoken, … 
any where a more agreeable Display of perfect Taste’.66 ‘He made much of his garden, 
which was laid out with great taste, and contained a small hermitage’, for which he 
commissioned John Plaw.67 That hermitage provided the first plate in Plaw’s Rural 
architecture, of 1794, the frontispiece of which included his building on the island in 
Windermere.68

The creation of the Water End estate

There is no known connection between the Gordon family and Derwentwater 
before 1781. Nor is there evidence that Lord William and Lord Adam had seen the 
manuscript of Gilpin’s observations of 1776 on Scotland and his ideas for improving 
Derwentwater, though they were in a position to do so and had a clear interest. Lord 
Adam had purchased the 701-acre Woodton estate in Kincardineshire by 1774, and 
the adjoining 300-acre Burn estate in 1780 for just £300, which he would lay out 
together from 1782. The Burn:-

is situated on the left bank of the North-esk, as it issues from the Grampians … . Here 
the water flows in a rugged channel, worn out of solid stone; and as it is obstructed or 
free, appears, in every variety of form, as an impestuous torrent, a gushing cataract, 
or a smooth flowing stream. But the bold projecting banks had not, till Lord Adam so 
beautifully clothed them with wood, a single shrub to hide the nakedness of the rock, or 
to diversify the scene. … the plantations extend to 526 acres … .69
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Lord Adam’s interest in planting led him to create another 87 ornamental acres on 
the adjacent property of other owners, including the other side of the river, without a 
claim to the wood.

Only circumstantial evidence can be offered to support the assumption that Lord 
William Gordon read the second edition of West’s Guide in 1780 or 1781, or had 
any communication with George O’Brien Wyndham, Lord Egremont, about the 
rather unjust criticism of his management of the western shores of Derwentwater. 
However, the two were in the same court and social circles, of similar ages, enjoyed 
similar romantic and artistic interests and reputations, and occupied London houses 
in Piccadilly. It is notable that Gordon chose the Cockermouth attorney, Thomas 
Benson (1742-1807), to handle his Derwentwater purchases, while Benson was also 
Lord Egremont’s steward for that property and manor.

There is also no explanation of how Gordon came to know of or create an opportunity 
to purchase property at Water End. By 1780 Water End was catering for the touring 
gentry, including Willian Tindal (1756-1804) who, on 12 August “spent the whole 
day on Derwent Water. Dived in a circular, and very pretty wooded bay, on the 
western side of the Lake. It is called, I believe, Water End; and is worth the trouble 
of enquiry, as almost, the only beautiful spot, purely so, of this otherwise wonderful 
lake.”70 It is possible that the newly-married Gordons visited Derwentwater in 1781. 
By 5 November they were at Temple Newsham, where Lord William planned to 

Fig. 2. Green Park Lodge on Richard Horwood’s Plan of London and Westminster, 1792-9.
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remain until 20 November, then intending to go to London until Christmas.71 It is 
also possible that Gordon heard of the opportunity through a third party. Brown 
states that ‘Joseph [Pocklington] had been instrumental in finding Lord William the 
estate near Keswick where he was able to build his villa’.72 This is most unlikely and is 
presumably based on Thomason and Woof’s misinterpretation of the purpose of the 
copies that Pocklington had made in 1788 of Beane’s earlier plans of properties on 
the western shores. Thomason and Woof suggest that the copies were ‘presumably to 
assist Lord William to acquire more extensive property on the west shore …’, when in 
fact Gordon already owned the properties.73 Thomason and Woof also repeat the myth 
that Water End was purchased for Gordon and his wife as a present by his mother-
in-law in 1782. These accounts obscure the important issues of Gordon’s intentions 
for purchasing land at Derwentwater, and the relationship and comparison between 
Gordon and Pocklington, who had purchased Vicar Island in 1778.

An agreement dated 1781 entitled Gordon to purchase for £1400 two tenements at 
Water End and Parkside, totalling 77 acres, from the estate of the late John Fletcher.74 
The property included the Water End farmhouse, the location of which, on a bay on 
Derwentwater, gave a fine view towards the head of the lake.75 Fig. 3 provides a plan 
of this estate, and the other farm tenements which Gordon purchased. John Poole 
charged Gordon for 18 days work between 1 November and 21 December 1781, with 
William Beane as surveyor, to value both ‘his lands lately purchased at Water End’ 
and the ‘lands adjoining his purchase’.76 Poole made valuations of land belonging 
to seven owners, and Beane drew the plans for Gordon in 1782 of those estates plus 
Brandlehow. The valuations accounted for all of the enclosed land between the public 
lake access to the north of Faw Park and the boundary with the Brandelhow estate.77

After Poole’s survey in 1781, there was no progress until January 1784, when John 
Poole returned with Thomas Bouch to make a survey for materials for building ‘a 
Mansion House and Park Walls’.78 By March 1784 Gordon was instructing Thomas 
Benson, who was Lord Egremont’s steward from 1778 to 1807, and was also the son 
in law of the previous steward, Robert Baynes, who now owned Brandelhow.79 On 5 
March 1784 Gordon confirmed, that ‘with respect to Mr Fletcher’s of Waterend I have 
determined to compleat that Purchase’.80 The purchase was completed by May 1784, 
but clearly in the context of a plan from 1781 to purchase the whole of the enclosed 
land from Faw Park to Brandelhow.

Benson now found that the other owners wanted prices which Gordon considered 
‘excessively unreasonable’.81 By May 1784 Gordon’s long-term servant, James Oliver, 
had established himself in Keswick and had taken charge of the negotiations.82 On 25 
May, Oliver wrote to Benson with asking prices, valuations and a plan of bidding.83In 
attempting to purchase the other estates in 1784, Gordon now found himself in 
competition with Joseph Pocklington, rather than co-operation. Faw Park, cleared of 
trees by 1779, had been purchased from John Fisher in 1782-3 by Pocklington, who 
also purchased the adjacent Finkle Street.84 In July 1784, Pocklington made an offer 
for Brandelhow while Gordon’s agents were in negotiation for it.85 Baynes had asked 
for £1600, but Oliver valued it between £1200 and £1400.86 On 31 July, Benson 
informed Gordon that Pocklington had offered Baynes £1600, and that Gordon was 
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Fig. 3. Estates purchased by Lord William Gordon on Derwentwater, 1781-7.

tcwaas_003_2014_vol14_0012



218 LORD WILLIAM GORDON AND THE OCCUPATION OF DERWENTWATER IN THE 1780S

being given a chance to match the offer. Benson noted to Gordon that Pocklington 
‘seems determined to purchase on any Terms – he has lately bought an Estate in 
Borrowdale (a part of which adjoins the Lake) at a most Extravagant Expence and I 
am told means to lay out £10,000 in Purchases as near the Lake as he can so that he 
is become a very formidable competitor’.87

Gordon faced the possibility of having the lesser property, sandwiched between those 
of Pocklington, and with Pocklington’s Island prominent on the lake. Pocklington had 
more ready access to funds but also seemed to desire attention and increased social 
status. On 23 September 1784, during or just after the Brandlehow competition, Lady 
Irwin, Miss Ingram and Lord and Lady William Gordon were the principal guests on 
display at a dinner given for the rather less illustrious local gentry at Pocklington’s 
Island house. On 20 December Gordon wrote to Pocklingon:-‘I understand your plan 
perfectly, & shall apply to Ld. Newburgh immediately on my arrival in Town, … & 
if you should then be at Carlton, & will give me Leave, I will breakfast with you, 
and receive any other Commands you may have to give on that subject.88 Possibly it 
was this recognition and support in unidentified matters elsewhere that encouraged 
Pocklington to withdraw from the Brandelhow bid, and to sell Faw Park to Gordon for 
£1500 by 1787.89 In 1786 Pocklington was awarded the tenancy of Old Park farm on 
the eastern shore, for 21 years from March 1787, and was permitted by the Greenwich 
Hospital to build stables on it to service his island.90 Gordon, who had been granted 
the sinecure of Vice-Admiral for Scotland in 1782, may have assisted Pocklington’s 
relationship with the Admiralty.91 However, it was clearly Gordon who constrained 
Pocklington’s ownership, especially on the western shore.

By October 1787 Gordon held all the lakeshore estates as freehold from Faw Park 
to Brandelhow, and all the wood upon those estates.92 Only Scott’s freehold estate of 
Overside, the 44 woodland acres behind Faw Park, was not purchased. Gordon owned 
the lake shore from the public lake access at Derwent Bank to the workings of the lead 
mine, south of Brandelhow woods, where the common and the existing road briefly 
met the lake shore. In July 1785 Gordon purchased Scalethorns from Lord Egremont, 
immediately to the south of the common and the mine.93 He had purchased 338 acres 
of land, of which half was woodland, and the other half agricultural. He had spent only 
£6,560 on land, wood and enfranchisement, exclusive of fees and development costs. 
After these purchases, Gordon could acquire no more lake shore. To the north was 
Pocklington at Finkle Street. To the south the adjacent lakeshore estate called Manesty 
was held by Rowland Stephenson. Pocklington also held the estate south of Manesty, 
in the manor and township of Borrowdale. By 1787 the shore of Derwentwater, 
outside of the village of Portinscale and excluding the commons, was occupied by 
four owners: Gordon, Greenwich Hospital, Pocklington and Stephenson, leaving no 
entry for other purchasers or villa builders.

The purpose of the park and building at Water End, and public response

It is clear that Gordon wished to create a picturesque park rather than a productive 
estate on the western shores of Derwentwater. The only known plan of Gordon’s 
Water End estate, re-drawn in Fig. 4, depicts the estate for sale in 1824 after Gordon’s 
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Fig. 4. A plan of the Water End estate in 1824, showing the three roads.
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death in 1823.94 A description of the park as created and its picturesque qualities, 
particularly as achieved through planting, was included in John Fisher Crosthwaite’s 
1883 appreciation of Sir John Woodford, who held it as the Derwentwater Bay estate 
from 1834.95 A critique of the planting, which noted a general overgrowing, was 
included in 1819 in William Green’s Tourists’ New Guide, which also regretted the recent 
felling of Brandelhow woods where, ‘passing from Brandelhow to Manesty … not a 
tree remains – all is barrenness and sterility’.96 By the time of Green’s publication the 
elderly Lord William Gordon was well established in the Prince Regent’s household as 
receiver general of the Duchy of Cornwall. Water End was his ‘occasional residence’.97

The degree to which Gordon led taste in the English Lakes in introducing the fashion 
of the Picturesque has not previously been fully appreciated. The house shown on the 
1824 plan was not the original building, though the villa now containing five principal 
bed chambers, incorporated principal rooms which may describe the original core:-

Water End is a Pavilion Residence (the chief part erected within a few years) … . The Pavilion 
is placed on a fine terrace, in the Bay of the Lake; and contains an Entrance Hall; a noble lofty 
Drawing Room … with Folding Doors, fitted up with Plate Glass Panels; a Boudoir adjoining; a 
circular Drawing Room …; five Bed Chambers … . A detached Billiard Room … .98

There have been unfortunate errors in dating the original building, and consequently 
a lack of appreciation of Gordon’s leadership in taste. Murdoch considers Gordon’s 
house to be of the high picturesque of the 1790s, and that James’ watercolour of ‘1798’ 
‘is effectively the earliest reference to the house, and probably constitutes evidence for 
its building date. Its conception can surely not be much earlier …’.99 Fig. 5 shows E W 
James’ watercolour miniature, clearly dated 3 September 1790, which is probably an 
accurate representation. The dating error was continued by Thomason and Woof.100

Gordon’s original building was available for use in 1787. In his survey written in 
1786 or early 1787, James Clarke noted that Brandlehow ‘was lately purchased by 
Lord William Gordon who is building a handsome house at Water End’.101 It was seen 
complete by Henry Skrine in 1787:-‘I passed to a whimsical house, or rather a chain 
of single rooms, which Lord William Gordon has built on the bank of the lake. The 
architecture indeed, both of this house and Mr Pocklington’s numerous buildings, 
is not much to be approved’.102 From James’ drawing Thomason and Woof deduce 
that ‘It is a single-storey dwelling composed, as it appears, of three rooms: square 
oblong and round; each room a corridor to the next, and each having a separate roof 
in descending levels’.103 The separate building may be the billiard room noted in the 
1824 sales particulars.104 The temporary structure shown in Fig. 5 provided a covered 
way, probably using canvas, and a viewing point leading to the landing stage.

The description of the house in the 1824 sales particulars as a ‘pavilion residence’ 
does not follow from any earlier use of the word pavilion connected with Water End. 
However, before the residential facilities were extended the designation of pavilion 
would seem more appropriate, as a single-storey structure within a garden primarily 
for recreational purposes. Hyde and Pevsner concur that it is ‘A lakeside pavilion 
built by Lord William Gordon, c.1790 … a rotunda with three floor-length windows 
towards the lake … Flanking … pair of rooms angled to catch the cross-views up 
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and down the lake, each with a canted bay. Each part has its own tent roof’.105 No 
evidence has been found of whether and how Gordon used the building in the early 
years. Clearly its residential facilities were very limited, and the landing stage would 
have provided an easy route to and from the more comfortable and capacious hotels 
of Keswick. Little more can be said from historical sources alone.

It may not be too fanciful to connect the concept, timing and architecture of Gordon’s 
building with the original tile-hung Marine Pavilion at Brighton, built by Henry 
Holland in the French neoclassical style for the Prince of Wales, which was first 
available for use in July 1787.106 That was a much grander sequence of three spaces. 
Gordon’s building might be seen as flattering the Prince by imitation, though in the 
very modest and affordable style of developing picturesque fashion. In town Gordon 
tried to inhabit the rival camps of Jane, Duchess of Gordon, supporting the King and 
William Pitt, and that of Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire, supporting the Prince 
and Charles James Fox. In the shorter term the family influence prevailed and Gordon 
voted with Pitt in the regency crisis of 1788/9. In the longer term his closer affinity 
with the Prince was rewarded with the position of receiver general of the Duchy of 
Cornwall in 1817.107

The reputational benefit to Gordon from his park and his embowered building on 
Derwentwater would have come, in part, from reports and opinions in the developing 
discourse, as the fashion of the high Picturesque developed. The mixed early comments 
of Clarke and Skrine have been noted above. By 1794, Hutchinson’s History of 
Cumberland would report that ‘Lord William Gordon has built a handsome house at 
Water end, a sweet and solemn retreat on the west side of the lake,’ and John Housman 
described Water End in 1800 as a ‘little romantic seat, peeping from the wood, …, 

Fig. 5. Lord William Gordon’s original building at Water End, watercolour by James, 1790. Reproduced 
from Derwentwater, the vale of Elysium, by permission of The Wordsworth Trust, Dove Cottage, Cumbria.
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opening to the widest part of the lake, at the extremity of a fine bay, which washes 
its very walls’.108 Gordon’s rise contrasted with Joseph Pocklington’s fall. Thomason 
and Woof note that ‘In the later 1790s, after Pocklington had departed, it became 
fashionable to denounce his ‘improvements’ as tasteless and to heap scorn on his mock 
forts, his regattas and battles’.109 Until 1785 the discourse was wholly appreciative. In 
1780 West’s editor enthused; ‘Vicar’s Island, … was purchased, built and improved, by 
J Pocklington Esq, … we have reason to hope, if this ingenious gentleman live to finish 
his well-laid plans, this island will be the most beautiful spot in the whole compass 
of the tour’.110 In editions to 1793 it was judged to have become ‘one of the most 
beautiful spots’.111 Thomas Newte saw Pocklington’s completed island in 1785 and 
considered it ‘laid out with much taste’.112

Pocklington suffered, and Gordon benefitted, from the change in taste which 
accelerated after the death of Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown in 1783, and as the 
fashionable turned to Humphrey Repton. Daniels states that:-‘Brown and his style 
came under increasing censure by conservative moralists. They were alarmed at the 
scale of Brownian parks and their disconnection from the humbler side of the English 
countryside. In an age of sharpening social disaffection, such parks represented too 
indelicate a display of wealth and prestige’.113 Pocklington’s island house mimicked 
in miniature the aristocratic model of Brown, in which the house, set on a shaven 
lawn, was to dominate the surrounding land and water, was to provide the principal 
viewpoints and was to be seen as the seat of power. In the high Picturesque of the 
1790s, following the publication of Richard Payne Knight’s poem The Landscape 
… and Uvedale Price’s An Essay on the Picturesque … a writer such as Mrs Murray, 
touring in 1794-6, could assert that ‘Mr Pocklington’s slime may be traced in every 
part of Keswick Vale’.114 This insulted him by comparing him with ‘Capability’ Brown 
who, according to Knight and Price ‘crawls like a snail all over the grounds, and 
leaves his accursed slime behind him wherever he goes’.115 Johnson Grant, who toured 
in 1797, considered Pocklington ‘a man whose money is in the inverse ratio to his 
taste, of which latter he is not blessed with one scruple’.116 West’s Guide removed its 
endorsement in 1796.

The turning point in fashion at Derwentwater might be seen as the publication in 
1789 of Gilpin’s Observations made in 1776, which included the vision for improving 
Derwentwater. Gilpin prepared this for publication well after the creation of 
Pocklington’s Island and its sham buildings, but before he knew of Gordon’s recent 
picturesque park and building. Gilpin noted ‘I have heard, that, since these observations 
were made, the lake of Keswick … hath been injured by some miserable, and tasteless 
ornaments’. Fortunately, Gilpin was made aware of his lordship’s efforts in time to 
add a footnote to the printer’s proofs; ‘From this censure I should wish to exclude 
some improvements, which have lately been made on the Western side of the lake by 
Lord William Gordon. I never saw them; and only accidentally heard of them, since 
this work went to press; but from what I learn, I should suppose they are made, as far 
as they go, on the principles here laid down’.117

The important words ‘as far as they go’ need examination against both in the detail of 
Gilpin’s vision and its overall scope. On the positioning of the house, presuming that 
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it replaced the farmhouse and was designed to provide optimised prospects of the lake 
scenery through its windows, Gordon’s conformity with Gilpin’s advice is suspect, the 
house being almost on the water’s edge. Gilpin gave no detailed description or critique 
of the western shore and the prospects to be enjoyed from it, but rather gave general 
guidance. For situating a residence or mansion:-

I should at once however resolve not to follow the example of the earls of Derwentwater, and choose 
one of the little, flat, unvaried islands … Much of the wild brushwood of the country must give 
way; and an elegant neatness take place; which growing rougher by degrees, will unite itself with 
the wildness of the country. … I should wish to have the grand lawn before the house sweep down 
to the water’s edge.118

The slight elevation implied by the sweeping lawn was the normal recommendation, 
as for example in Mason’s notes on Gray’s letters from Derwentwater. ‘The Picturesque 
Point is always low in all prospects: … Yet when I say this, I would not be though to 
mean that a drawing should be made from the lowest point possible; … from the lake 
itself, for then a foreground would be wanting.’119 However, Gilpin had recognised 
in his earlier work on lake scenery that the foreground would often lack the desired 
picturesque wood because, ‘in general, the old timber is decayed, or cut down; and 
that sort of wood encouraged, which is the most profitable – such wood, as, in course 
of time, is turned to charcoal’.120 Water End was mostly coppice set in small closes 
among farmland. Gilpin also noted that ‘…in some cases the levelled eye has the 
advantage of the elevated one. The line [of boundary of the distant shore] which forms 
an acute angle from the higher situation, may be softened, when seen from the water, 
into an easy curve.’121 The choices were for Gordon to make, taking into account also 
his presumed requirement for prospects up and down the lake from a pavilion-style 
residence.

The Gordon character was one which drove them to lead rather than to follow detailed 
instructions from others. It was possibly as important for Gordon’s building and its 
setting to be seen and admired as his creation, as much as to provide the optimum 
prospect in accordance with established picturesque principles, though there are 
no known records of his intentions. It is more in the original idea, the picturesque 
conception, and the overall scheme for Derwentwater and its environs, where it is 
suggested that Gordon followed Gilpin.

Gordon and the control of the wider Derwentwater scene

If Gordon had set about to create a picturesque Derwentwater to Gilpin’s model, 
then through his own purchases he had not been successful by 1789. He could never 
hold the whole of its enclosed shores, even if Portinscale village were excluded. 
However, his wish to control the wider scene is evidenced by interpretations of, firstly, 
his relationship with Greenwich Hospital in controlling the use of the islands, and 
secondly his rerouting of the public highway.

Having sold the timber in Crow Park and in the wood-pasture closes on the western 
shore, the Hospital left that shore with the farmers in the 1750s, but kept their two 
felled islands, Lords and Rampsholme, in hand to spring and plant wood.122 By 1786 
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the Hospital had taken parts of the shore in hand to plant Friars Crag and Cockshut 
Hill. Stables Hill farm, based on the old shore facilities for Lords Island, had been let 
to Governor Edward Stephenson in 1766 for 21 years, but in 1786 was in the hands of 
Rowland Stephenson, who had developed the hotel at Low Door, or Lowdore. Stables 
Hill included much of the south-eastern lake shore and the Hospital’s rights to its part 
of the lake, including the use of boats which facilitated the regattas. In 1786, when 
inviting tenders for the new lease from 1787, the Hospital removed the southern-most 
shore closes from Stables Hill Farm for planting, and took in hand the lake and its 
boating rights. Stephenson insisted on bidding on the old basis and failed to secure 
the new lease.

Gordon was treated more favourably. In 1785 the Hospital acceded to Gordon’s 
request to be made gamekeeper for the manors of Castlerigg & Derwentwater and 
Thornthwaite.123 On 2 October 1786 Gordon was quietly granted a 21-year lease, 
renewed in 1807, on both Lords and Rampsholme Islands as pleasure grounds, at 
a nominal rent of two guineas a year.124 The Hospital’s Receivers were to ‘shew his 
Lordship every civility’. Gordon had very limited rights on those islands, but might 
make ‘erections or alterations’ on Rampsholme, where the wood was ‘of little or no 
value’.125 This lease and the changes to Stables Hill had the effect, if not the intent, of 
excluding Lords Island from any commercial touristic application, which might have 
produced far more than two guineas a year for the Hospital.

Gordon was personally responsible for diverting the public highway away from his 
western shore of Derwentwater on to a fellside terrace, but his principal motive for 
this has probably been misunderstood. William Green stated in 1819 that Gordon, ‘to 
prevent intrusion, conducted, at considerable expence, the road from Manesty to the 
foot of the northern Cat Bell, a line of almost unrivalled beauty, and for which the 
public are greatly indebted to his Lordship; by this conduct, Water End has become 
a place of singular, but enviable seclusion’.126 However, as shown by Fig. 4, the old 
highway did not intrude on the privacy of Water End, and Gordon was at liberty by 
1787 to shut the occupation road through it.

It is likely that the purpose of Gordon’s first road, well above the enclosures, was to 
facilitate the circuit of Derwentwater by carriage, via Grange in Borrowdale, which 
would respond to Gilpin’s first recorded circuit on horseback. ‘We had some difficulty 
in finding even a bridle-road: and yet materials are so plentiful, that a little expence 
might easily make it commodious for wheels. Were the road better, the tour of the 
lake of Keswick would perhaps be one of the grandest, and most beautiful rides in 
England’.127 The course of Gordon’s first road would seem to conform to Gilpin’s 
vision of ‘such a road as would form both a pleasing line in itself; and shew the beauties 
of the lake to the best advantage’.128 Henry Skrine, touring in 1787, saw the first road 
being built, and was in no doubt of its purpose:-

Lord William Gordon in particular is now employed upon building a noble road, carried for a 
considerable extent on a raised terrace above the lake, which vies with the magnificence of a Roman 
work; and when finished, will present a scene almost rivalling the beauties of the opposite shore. 
I traced it for some distance as far as it was passable, and had a more complete view than I could 
before gain of the whole lake with its islands immediately below me, while the close-impending 
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cliffs of Barrowside made a bold finish to the opposite view, and Skiddaw on the left closed up the 
amphitheatre.129

Gordon was determined to build and to establish the use of this new road. In January 
1785 he asked Benson to obtain Baynes’ opinion ‘about the road going through 
Brandelhow & what is the best way of getting it turned quite without the wood – 
above it all the way’.130 Gordon gained approval and ten guineas towards the costs 
from Rowland Stephenson and Joseph Pocklington, and in September 1785 Gordon 
instructed Benson to apply for approval to diverting the highway.131 By December, 
Gordon was pressing Benson to expedite matters with the township of Portinscale 
and the Quarter Sessions, expecting to see work start in June 1786. By January 1787, 
James Wilson had let the making of the road on the high route and had met with the 
Justices, though the route had not been approved.132

The local people opposed Gordon’s road, which climbed to 200m, clearing his 
enclosures by 50m to enter the enclosed land to the north at 100m. The proposed road 
involved an unnecessarily high and exposed terrace with steep ascent and descent. The 
task of convincing the public was given to Benson and Samuel Culling, Gordon’s 
steward at Silver Hill cottage. In January 1787, Gordon wrote to Benson: ‘with respect 
to the danger of being on a hill – I think that must be a joke in a Borrowdale man. 
However … I will engage to build a wall on the part of the hill where they apprehend 
the danger to be – close to the road if they chuse it- 4 or 5 feet high …’.133 Gordon 
completed the road without consent in time to be shown on Crosthwaite’s map of 
December 1788.134

It is clear from the ensuing correspondence that the offer to build a wall for safety was 
part of the plan, because Gordon wished to enclose, without owning, approximately 
100 acres of common beneath the road. Gordon instructed Benson to draw up a 
certificate, dated 5 May 1789, to be signed by the owners of rights on the common, 
by which they would consent to his enclosing some or all of the land, ‘below the new 
road lately made’, such as Lord Egremont might consent to.135 As steward, Benson is 
unlikely to have entertained Gordon’s proposal to enclose Lord Egremont’s common 
without his consent. That process would not have transferred ownership of the 
common, but the exclusion of stock would have allowed planting, in the same way that 
Lord Adam Gordon was planting on other owners’ land around the Burn. Planting 
to the higher road would have come closer to Gilpin’s vision, creating prospects from 
the eastern shore while hiding the line of the new road, except at picturesque stations 
on it. But no document confirms such a planting plan, only the enclosure. By 12 June 
1789 Benson had informed Gordon of his failure to achieve agreement on the road 
and had received an intemperate reply.136 The proposal to enclose the commons below 
the road was abandoned with the road. In 1792 Budworth noted the failure of the first 
road project:-

The owner of it [Silver Hill] … has made a road along the side of the mountain, … to induce 
the country people to prefer it to a lower one they have always been accustomed to; but they are 
either afraid of being blown into the lake in rough weather, or are so fond of the old path, they are 
returned to it again, and the new one is a defacement to the hill.137
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Gordon’s second, compromise, highway followed the old road into Scalethorns, 
where it ascended to a terrace on the common just above the existing Brandelhow 
enclosures. According to Housman, publishing in 1800, it was ‘an excellent new 
road, made by Lord WILLIAM GORDON and just finished: it is easy, smooth and 
perfectly safe, and, from its elevation, commands a complete view of the lake and its 
accompaniments’.138 By 1800 this third road was the only one passable.139

The new highway did allow Gordon to control passage through his estate. However, it 
was not his wish to exclude pedestrian tourists. Those who approached from the head 
of the lake in 1805 found:-

… a path recently led through the wild woods of Lord William Gordon, who has a 
pretty Cottage ornee washed by a bay of the Lake: the wood walks of his garden are 
tastefully embroidered with all the rich varieties of fir and ash, and afforded a delicious 
retirement: at intervals we snatched a glimpse of the water, and from a high point of 
ground, called the silver field, gazed upon the empurpled majesty of Skiddaw’.140

Such published reports support the proposition that Gordon wished to display his taste and to 
attract public passage, admiration and appreciation. The most perfect reaction, though perhaps 
not published, was from a note of a visit by Catherine Mackintosh in 1802, who noted that Water 
End was ‘a most charming little retreat. It is not a common feature for one man to possess two 
such beautiful Residences as this and the Green Park Lodge which are unique for singularity and 
beauty.141

Conclusion

This article has examined the relationship between the biography of Lord William 
Gordon and the development of the aesthetics of Derwentwater as a cultural asset. 
It has shown that by 1781 the reputation of Derwentwater and the opportunity to 
improve the management of its enclosed shores according to picturesque principles, 
was probably a principal reason for Lord William Gordon’s intervention. Derwentwater 
allowed him to demonstrate his taste, and for his reputation to benefit, by acquiring 
land valued according to its low productive value, and creating, in effect, a picturesque 
park of increasing cultural value. It has also been shown that Gordon’s objective 
was probably to exercise, with other owners as necessary, an overall control of the 
Derwentwater shores which would provide a picturesque aesthetic, consistent with 
that which had been proposed by William Gilpin.

Beech Cottage, High Lorton, Cockermouth CA13 9UQ 
derekdenman@dsl.pipex.com
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