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The 18th Century Orangery: Past, Present and Future

Between 1745 and 1791 John Wittingham was a tenant of the Inge family,

owners of the Charterhouse at the time. Wittingham was a nurseryman of

some repute in the UK at the time. It is known that he supplied seeds and trees

to the Sneyd Estate for their ‘Keele Gardens ’ and to Stoneleigh Abbey, and

supplied Orange trees to Warwick castle. He catalogued some 427 varieties of

forest trees and flowering shrubs, and 44 named variety of Rose. The catalogue

partly reproduced here is considered to be the first such printed and priced

catalogue.

He built a greenhouse, though he described it as a glasshouse, in which to grow

his tropical plants and trees. We now tend to describe this as the orangery.
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Part of the 1st page of John Wittingham’s 4 page catalogue dated 1764

The Priory’s inner wall was modified around the late 1700’s to include a

greenhouse. The semi-circular wall had ducting built into it, and iron pipework

to the ducting carried the heat from a furnace to ensure heating over 24 hours.

Recent excavations suggest that the greenhouse ducting was not particularly

efficient. This is evidenced by the soot remnants found in the flues. Later

work has shown that further under floor heating was supplied to the greenhouse.

The system as a whole was good enough to encourage the growth of sub

tropical plants and trees such as apricot and nectarine.



3

Views of the Orangery wall at the early stages of wall reconstruction

In a report by archaeologist Ian Soden in April 2015 a discovery of a platform was noted:

“... [attached are pictures] ... with some new information which may be of direct

relevance to the Orangery ... Test Pit 10 was one requested by David [Mahoney], up

against the Orangery/Church Chancel wall. This shows that there survives a

decorative brick floor c450mm below the present ground surface (still probably

400-500mm above the monastic levels) up against the wall. Its full extent is unknown,

but it may represent a hard-standing or apron on which to set out the plants. It is

constructed of hand-made, curved, trapezoidal bricks, laid on bed (they may be

unused well-bricks) and is likely to be of 19th-century

date.”

View of the brick floor View showing the Apron’s position

In June, Splitlath, the building conservationists working on the site, numbered

the bricks of the Orangery wall. They were taken down and set aside for a

rebuild.
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Orangery wall viewed from outside Orangery wall showing it in section

It has been proposed that the Orangery is rebuilt as closely as possible

to its original construction complete with roof. An indication of what this

may look like can be seen in the architects drawings.
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By July 2015, work had started to rebuild the walls.

Rebuilding the brickwork

This also involved replacing some of the heavy stones used in the original

structure using the mortar mix accepted by English Heritage as authentic for the

period.

Replacing the Stonework
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Further excavation at the end of August 2105 has revealed that the duct heating

was supplemented or replaced with a brazier, in the form of a large semi-circular

firebox, providing under floor heating. The original firebox may have been too

large and would certainly have been expensive to run. There are indications

that this was altered on at least two occasions to reduce its size. When

uncovered coal and coke was still in evidence. It was fed from outside and the

cast door and frame was discovered about 1 metre below the outside ground

level. There may have been steps down and a coal hole, though this would

need to be the subject of a future dig to confirm and ascertain details. The

bricks around the brazier channel are vitrified, indicating that it worked

extremely well, perhaps even too well.

Progress on orangery wall - September 2015, View from inside Cloister area

Progress on orangery wall - September 2015, View from outside
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Rebuild partially complete Rebuilt to coping

Chimney added View of Chimney


