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he annals of gardening history are 
peppered with figures who, over 
the years, have left their mark on 
horticulture and garden design. 

Their stories make fascinating reading, 
even today.  Not to be forgotten, either, 
are those famous plant hunters who 
sacrificed so much to bring us the plants 
we enjoy in our gardens. Numbered 
amongst these gardening legends is one 
who is perhaps less well-known, but who 
had a major influence on one of our most 
important gardens: Spetchley Park, near 
Worcester.  Hers is a story of an all-
consuming passion for plants and 
gardens, but also one of a sad transition 
from riches to rags. 

Ellen Willmott was born into a ‘com-
fortable’ upper middle-class family in 
1858, the eldest of three sisters, the 
youngest of whom sadly died at the age 
of seven.  Her middle sister, Rose, was 
her junior by some three years. Their 
father, Frederick Willmott, had shunned a 
career in the family pharmacy and 
trained as a solicitor, based in the City, 
where his practice thrived.  The income 
from sound investments, backed by his 
wife’s family money, enabled him to purchase a large country estate - Warley Place, in 
Essex - in 1875.  The estate stretched to over 30 acres, to which he later added a further 22 
acres.   

A love of plants and gardens ran in the family, particularly on Mrs Willmott’s side, and 
together they replanted the orchards and created flower borders, a kitchen garden, 
vineries and hot houses. Aged seventeen, Ellen was allowed to commission the building of 
a vast alpine garden, using one of the country’s most prestigious landscape gardeners, 
James Backhouse of York.  Water features were incorporated, including several acres of 
pools with waterfalls and caves. 

Ellen was fortunate, but not just in coming from a well-to-do family; on reaching the age of 
seven, she received a birthday gift of £1,000 (£15,000 at present-day values) from her 
childless godmother, Countess Helen Tasker. This was a gift to be repeated a number of 
times over the years until Helen died, whilst the sisters were in their twenties, leaving 
them each £140,000 (around £5 million today).   

Following a family grand tour to mark her thirtieth birthday, Ellen went on to purchase 
two European properties: Le Château de Tresserve, near Aix-les-Bains in France, in 1890, 
and La Boccanegra in Ventimiglia, Italy, in 1905.  Her father did not live to witness this 
second purchase, dying aged sixty-six in 1892.  Ellen’s sister, Rose, meanwhile, had 
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Ellen (right) and Rose taking tea  
outside the Root House at Spetchley 



married Robert Berkeley, moving to her new home at Spetchley Park near Worcester.  On 
the death of her mother in 1898, Ellen inherited Warley Place and became its sole occupant.  
Now, she was able to pursue her passion for plants without financial or family constraints. 

Ellen expanded and developed the gardens at Warley Place, at one time employing 104 
gardeners, all men; female gardeners were not permitted. Plants were ordered from the 
leading nurseries of the day in eye-watering numbers, as evidenced by the later recovery 
of over 6,000 plant labels from the gardens. Her properties in France and Italy received 
similar treatment, where she created exotic gardens to suit the climate and terrain. Money 
was poured into decorating and furnishing the interiors, too.  Only the finest and best 
quality would do, and no expense was spared.  

Daffodils were one of her earliest passions.  They were planted in their thousands at 
Warley Place, and she grew and bred many rare varieties. Her reputation led to her 
appointment to the RHS Daffodil Committee within a year of her joining the Society, one 
of a number of RHS committees on which she was to serve.  Entering a man’s world, she 
won many medals at the Society’s shows, and not only for daffodils.  She was appointed 
one of only three trustees tasked with overseeing the establishment of the RHS’s new site 
at Wisley, and one of the first female botanists to become a fellow of the Linnean Society.   

Although not a commercial success, Ellen Willmott’s work The Genus Rose was published 
to widespread acclaim, but her greatest personal achievement lay perhaps in becoming a 
recipient of the RHS Victoria Medal of Honour.  Her fame and circle of contacts, both 
horticultural and social, grew; royalty and aristocracy became frequent visitors to Warley 
Place, and Gertrude Jekyll counted amongst her close friends.  Testament to her fame are 
the many plants named after her or Warley Place (willmottiae or warleyensis). Most 
gardeners will be familiar, too, with biennial Eryngium giganteum, often known as Miss 
Willmott’s Ghost because Ellen surreptitiously scattered its seed from her pockets when 
visiting other people’s gardens, leaving a legacy of seedlings. 

Sooner or later her profligacy was bound to catch up with her.  Yet, despite the most well-
meaning and professional advice, she initially refused to acknowledge the problem.  Only 
when her debts were spiralling out of control did she agree to measures to retrieve the 
situation.  Staff were laid off, valuables were disposed of and the properties in France and 

Small shrub, Ceratostigma willmottianum 
produces bright blue flowers in autumn 
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Eryngium giganteum, or 
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Italy sold. Despite these setbacks, she 
worked tirelessly to maintain the 
gardens at Warley, where she lived 
until she died, alone, in 1934, aged 
seventy-six. Warley Place and the 
remaining contents were sold off to 
pay her debts. The property was later 
demolished; tragically, the gardens 
became a wilderness, and are now a 
nature reserve run by the Essex 
Wildlife Trust. 

Ellen’s gardening legacy may have 
vanished f rom Warley Place , 
Tresserve and Boccanegra, but 
elements of it still remain at 
Spetchley.  She almost certainly had a 
hand in the extensive plantings and 
impressive collection of daffodils 
there, and Rose, herself an avid and 
competent gardener, would have 
welcomed her help in creating the 
borders surrounding the 18th century 
kitchen garden, taking advantage of 
the 10ft high walls to set off the taller 
plants and train a wide variety of 
climbing shrubs and plants. A major 
feature, undoubtedly inspired by the 
collaboration between the two 
sisters, are the large Fountain Beds; 
four yew-hedge-lined symmetrical 
‘rooms’ ranged round a central 
fountain. 

Sadly, no documents have been discovered in the archives that might provide an insight in 
to how these borders and gardens were planted out, but it is known that many plants were 
introduced from Warley Place, and fine old, cast-metal, spiked plant labels from Warley 
are still occasionally unearthed in the flower beds.  

Against the kitchen garden wall on the south border, and looking out over the Fountain 
Beds, stands a small Doric temple, adapted by Ellen to commemorate the life of her sister, 
Rose, who died in 1922, at the age of sixty.  Engraved around the frieze, and unnoticed by 
many visitors, are the following lines, taken from the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam: 

The moon of Heaven is rising once again 

How oft hereafter in this same garden rising 

Shall she look after me in vain? 

A touching tribute to a lost sister and fellow gardener from a remarkable woman. 
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Warley Place then (top), and the ruins visible 
nowadays, amongst a host of foxgloves  


