Penpont Pinery – past, present and future?

by Jonathan Williams
Introduction

We’re going to look at a very remarkable building – a building which may be the last substantially intact survivor of a once numerous type, a building in which many highly specialised original features survive, and a building that represents a key stage in the evolution of all glasshouses. Despite all this, it is also a building whose future is by no means secure, and we will also look at the very particular problems it presents to its present owners.

Penpont is a greater gentry house on the south bank of the River Usk five miles west of Brecon. First built in the 1660s, it was enlarged in the nineteenth century, by which time the estate was one of the largest in Breconshire. While extremely wealthy at a county level, the Penpont family did not have the resources of the largest regional estates, but were determined to be show off the trappings of wealth. 

In the 1760s, rather late as these things go, they constructed a walled deer park, so that they could provide their own venison, rather than being dependent on gifts. In the 1780s they built a walled garden, and in 1818 added a large purpose-built pineapple house or pinery – again the motivation was the provision of luxury food to entertain and impress.

When my aunt inherited the estate in 1992 I first saw what I thought was ‘just another old greenhouse’ – it wasn’t until Susan Campbell viewed it a few years later that we realised it was something rather special. Before we look at this pinery in detail, we should briefly review the history of pineapple growing as a whole. 

The cultivation of the Pineapple

The Spanish had come across the pineapple in South America in the sixteenth century. Europeans were intrigued by its novel taste and exotic appearance. However, it would only fruit in a tropical climate, many weeks by sea from Europe, so was almost unobtainable. This extreme rarity meant that the pineapple became a symbol of wealth and luxury.

The quest to grow this luxury in Europe was the major catalyst for a series of technological innovations in glasshouse design. The conservatories of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries - intended principally for over-wintering relatively undemanding citrus fruit - had solid roofs, primitive heating, and windows not much larger than a normal house. They were totally inadequate for providing the year-round hot, moist and light conditions required by pineapples. Innovations began in late seventeenth century Holland, and continued in eighteenth century England, culminating in the sloping roofed, wholly glass, greenhouses that we take for granted today.

In Holland it was a woman, Agnes Block, who first grew an edible pineapple in 1687. The first British grown pineapple didn’t follow until 1721, grown by Henry Telende, gardener to the wealthy Dutchman Sir Matthew Decker, in Richmond. This early method used a special sunken hotbed or ‘pit’ filled with waste tanners bark and covered with a glass frame. Pineapple plants in deep pots were plunged into the tan bark, which gave a stronger, moister and longer-lasting heat than manure. In winter plants would be moved from the pit into a conservatory. 

Another innovative structure was built by William Parker at Croydon in 1723. Here the tanbark pits were fully enclosed by a glasshouse and the heat of the tanbark supplemented when necessary by hot air flues; Pineapples could be kept in this environment throughout the year. This was perhaps the first true ‘pinery’.

Until the 1850s Pineapples were grown on a three year cycle; after the suckers or crowns had rooted in the first year they were transplanted into a ‘succession bed’ to be grown on in the second year, before being moved to a final ‘fruiting bed’ in the third. Pineries often contained two separate sections, divided by a partition and individually heated so that the environments could be separately controlled. 

From about 1760 pineapples and grapevines were often grown together in ‘pinery-vineries’, which supposedly gave mutual benefits of heat and shade. Other innovations, such as glazed sidewalls and front flues were introduced. An illustration by George Tod shows a pinery-vinery of 1810, very similar to that built at Penpont just eight years later. 

Pineries and the smaller pine pits continued to evolve in parallel; an excellent and sophisticated pine pit has been restored at Heligan, but large pineries have almost entirely disappeared, with just a few partial features left to tell the tale. The National Trust’s ambitious, and still unrealised, plans at Tatton Park essentially involve reconstructive archaeology rather than building conservation.

The Penpont Pinery

By the 1790s Pineapples were being grown at Penpont, probably on a relatively small scale in some sort of pit. Documentary evidence makes it clear that the large pinery dates from 1818 and was purpose-built as such. It would have allowed larger scale, and perhaps more reliable production, and in September 1842 we hear that there were eight pineapples ripe at the same time, although ‘we do not intend to have them all on the table at once’.

During the early nineteenth century steam heating was tried glasshouses, but by the middle of the century it had given way to more practical hot water systems.  In 1845 such a system was installed at Penpont; a few years later, such a system probably have been supplied by a specialist firm, but this was custom-built at a local iron foundry. Boilers were added next to the furnaces, in the ‘back shed’ behind, and pipes ran a circuit in the bottom of the pits. 

Some of these pipes had evaporation trays welded on top to provide the moisture that the tan bark previously supplied; the records suggest that water ‘flowed’ along these troughs; this seems curious, but it is not possible at present to examine the pipes at close quarters. A false floor was put into the pits above these pipes, consisting of cast iron lattice – referred to as ‘trelise’. 

A shallow bed remained above this ‘trelise’ in which the pine plants, presumably in pots, were placed; whether they were plunged into a thin layer of tanbark or into some other medium, such as leaves, we don’t know. There was presumably a permeable layer above the ‘trelise’ to retain the plunging medium but allow moisture through. Whether the present layer of broken stone slates is original, or replaces a layer of turves or faggotts we don’t know. The hot air heating seems to have continued in use and evaporation trays with matching latticework pot stands were made to fit on top of the flues.

It is not clear how long pineapple growing continued at Penpont, but garden accounts for the 1890s show regular amounts for repainting and masonry repairs, and there are clear signs of woodwork repairs being pieced in. At some point, perhaps in the early twentieth century, a more major repair was undertaken. The whole superstructure was taken down, and about a quarter of the principal rafters replaced with composite softwood members; the earlier rafters were put back out of order (as evidenced by their carpenters marks) and adjustments had to be made to the iron supports to make them fit. This repair history suggests that some at least of the surviving wooden superstructure may be original; at very least its relationship with original masonry and ironwork shows that it closely follows the original design.

When the previous owner died in 1992 aged 103 it is doubtful if any serious maintenance had been undertaken since the war, although some casual use was made of the structure. At some point the back sheds were demolished, although the stoke holes survive. In the 1990s the roof sashes were removed and stored separately. Although a proportion of the remaining wood and masonry still appears sound, decay is serious and is now advancing rapidly. Interestingly, while several of the earlier rafters, which are probably of pitch pine, still appear sound, all the replacement rafters are now seriously decayed.

Although decayed, this may well be the best preserved large pinery in the UK. The importance of Penpont is in the surviving detail - it is possible to trace most of the original features which make this not just ‘another old greenhouse’ but a highly specialised and sophisticated machine for growing pineapples. 

Key original features of 1818 – some typical, some unique - include:

Size and shape: compared to an average vinery, of which many more survive, the building is longer and wider, the front wall is higher and the roof pitch lower at about 22 degrees.

Large principal rafters carrying sliding sashes; every alternate sash opening. Later glasshouses are often characterised by smaller, more frequent rafters and ridge vents.

Succession and fruiting beds separated by a partition, with the latter being slightly longer to accommodate the slightly larger plants.

Slots in the brickwork of the front wall to accommodate vine stems, which rooted outside but passed under the cill and up the rafters. The foundations are not arched.

Flues running around front, rear and side walls, with a gap between the front flue and front wall to reduce heat loss to the outside. This is now filled with earth, but it is not clear whether this is original. 

Furnaces in stoke holes behind.

High pits for tanbark around 5ft deep with have an unusual stepped design at the front. The steps might have been used for small pots, perhaps strawberries, but their primary function was perhaps to brace the tall pits.

A front walk and a raised rear walk; unlike the George Tod design the entrance gave onto the front walk; this made sense, eliminating the need for an extra set of steps.

Large windows to the front which opened, unusually and rather impractically, as side-hung casements.

Iron bars rising from the walls of the pits to give support to the long rafters of this very wide glasshouse. Documents suggest that these are original features.

Features from the second phase of 1845 include:

Boilers inserted in the stoke holes.

Pipes running inside the original tanbark pits with evaporation trays on top.

Iron lattice false floor inserted above pipes.

Adjustable vents in the walls of the pits.

Evaporation trays and lattice pot stands positioned over flues.

The Future of the Pinery

I believe that this is a unique building that can and should be preserved for the future. However, it is one thing to say this, and quite another to come up with a viable strategy for its preservation. At the moment the survival of this building is by no means certain, for a number of reasons which I will outline.

The Penpont estate is now run by my cousins Davina and Gavin Hogg. On their arrival they found many buildings in various stages of disrepair and collapse. They have set about a major programme of repairs including replacing the roof of the main house, repairing the 1830s conservatory, and most recently renovating the c17th stable block. They are committed to preserving the estate for the future, but with the rental income which has historically sustained it massively reduced, resources must be allocated carefully and every structure must ‘compete’ for resources.

For the walled gardens as a whole, they have developed a mixed strategy, believing that no single revenue stream can secure a sustainable future. The first of three strands is organic market gardening - surely the most fitting use of all. With soil association certification, they now employ one full time gardener, supply local restaurants and run a weekend produce shop. However, the turnover last year was only around £7,000; this can certainly be increased significantly, but beyond a certain level more staff would be required and clearly this is never going to cover more than a proportion of costs. 

They have not attempted to cultivate the garden in an ‘historically accurate’ fashion, believing that this would require even greater subsidy from other revenue streams. Instead, they have opted to work towards a more experimental modern ‘closed system’, not relying on importing farmyard manure, but keeping up fertility with green manures such as Trefoil and Phaecilia. To some extent this is personal preference, but it also reflect the fact that this is a private working estate and not a museum.

The second strand is education; they are now one of eight organic demonstration farms in Wales, have run trials of organic varieties of potatoes, and hope to further develop links with local horticultural colleges and schools. 

The third strand will be tourism, the walled gardens forming an attraction within the grounds as a whole. While in some gardens tourism is a major revenue stream, there is an understandable reluctance to become over dependent on visitors at Penpont. This has been underlined by the recent problems at the Welsh Botanic Gardens. 

To operate Penpont as a major garden attraction on the scale of Heligan or Aberglasney, would involve substantial startup and running costs to provide access, car parking, ticketing, loos, security, insurance, advertising, not to mention the very high level of garden maintenance that would be expected. Such levels of investment cannot be undertaken lightly and have potentially serious consequences, most obviously in the event of failure, but also with success – what one may term the ‘Alton Towers effect’ where the necessities of sustaining revenue and employment drive a business forward to the detriment of its surroundings. Given the small scale of the estate, and the extent to which its characteristic atmosphere is one of seclusion and tranquillity, there are strong arguments for developing only limited levels of garden visiting at Penpont.

There are also potential conflicts with the market gardening activities. Polytunnels are vital to the latter, but less attractive to the visitor; fortunately these can be located in the rear half of the walled gardens, concealed by the glasshouses, leaving the front half as a more ‘ornamental’ area. However, the green manure system results in an appearance very different from the ordered rows and bare earth so familiar from Heligan; the ground is always covered in a layer of rough vegetation, and clearly a degree of interpretation will be necessary.

The next stage in the plans for the walled gardens, for which planning permission has just been granted, is the restoration of the vinery to the west of the pinery. This is a later structure, with masonry no earlier than 1850 and a decayed superstructure probably even later in date. Because this is perceived to be a less significant structure, the approach here is not a full conservation repair. Instead, the superstructure will be replaced by a powder coated aluminium frame, probably by Solspan. Potential maintenance costs have been a real worry to the estate, and in the case of the restoration of the conservatory lead paint had to be used, greatly increasing costs and bureaucracy as its use requires a licence. Maintenance for the Solspan frame is claimed at 20 minutes every ten years. It is intended that the new frame will be close to the original in appearance; however, it will not be identical. 

The cost will be approximately £32,000, a high proportion of which comes from an exceptional agricultural development grant triggered by the foot and mouth crisis. Even this relatively low cost repair option does not even approach being justifiable in purely economic terms. For the same expenditure the estate could acquire 32 polytunnels, each with the potential to generate as much turnover as the vinery.

If the restoration of the vinery is problematic and uneconomic, how much more so for the pinery? 

Even temporary protection has been a stumbling block; an initial estimate of £6,000 for a fully scaffolded enclosure rose to £27,000 on detailed costing. This would have created a massive structure which might have loomed over the garden for years to come. A cheaper and more acceptable alternative was devised, involving dismantling the superstructure and creating a smaller enclosure over the masonry, however serious budget over-runs on the stable restoration have used up the funds provisionally allocated for this, so the pinery remains unprotected. Since the stable block will provide toilet, catering and event facilities key to the overall strategy for the estate, there was little option but to give it priority.

While the idea of a replacement aluminium frame for the pinery has its attractions for the estate, it is clearly a very different type building – one with great value resting in great part on the survival of original features and fabric. I believe that only a full conservation repair, retaining as much original fabric (including superstructure where possible) is appropriate. As yet there is no detailed estimate for this, although clearly it is going to be very expensive. 

While it is nice to imagine that pineapples might be grown again, it is unlikely to produce more than 100 a year and even selling at a huge premium it is hard to see how fuel costs alone could be covered, let alone labour and maintenance. Undoubtedly the pits could be used for other crops, but the space would probably be even less flexible and productive than the restored vinery. While a restored pinery undoubtedly has the potential to form the centrepiece of a visitor attraction, we have already seen that the sort of really large scale visiting which might make this economically viable is probably not appropriate at Penpont.

It is clear that restoration will only be possible with a major injection of outside funding. In the present climate hopes are not high that this will be forthcoming from the first port of call, Cadw, the Welsh equivalent of English Heritage. In the past the estate has done well from Cadw, even achieving an exceptional 70% grant for the restoration of the 1830s conservatory. There seems to be less consensus within Cadw as to the value of the pinery, which one suspects may be suffering from the belief that it is ‘just another old greenhouse’.  I hope I have shown that this is very far from the case; the pinery is a unique piece of heritage, every bit as significant in its way, and actually much rarer than, a windmill in East Anglia or a steam engine house in Cornwall. Nevertheless, one wonders whether there is a surviving prejudice even within the conservation sector, that views practical garden buildings as more ephemeral and less significant than their industrial equivalents. However, even if the significance of this building is accepted by Cadw, in the current financial climate a grant of 70% is most unlikely, and even 30% may be optimistic.

This means that it may be necessary to seek other sources of funding. I believe that this sort of project could well attract significant funding from the Heritage Lottery Fund, from any one of a number of private funding bodies, and indeed from private donation. However, there is one major obstacle here. The pinery is privately owned; Lottery funding would not be available unless a charitable trust were established, and other bodies are likely to take the same view. Since the pinery is just one part of the estate and is located in the middle of a working walled garden, the estate are naturally reluctant to pursue this option, fearing potential conflicts of interest in the future. Unless a form of trust could be established which would safeguard the pinery without unduly hampering the running of the estate, this option could be closed.

Conclusion

The Penpont pinery is a rare and perhaps unique building, which, as a representative of a key phase in the evolution of glasshouses, is of national significance. Every effort should be made to restore it, but its significance would only be preserved if as much of possible of the original fabric and features were retained. So far, only the first stages of research and recording have been undertaken, it remains to provide temporary protection for the surviving remains, to secure a full working estimate of the costs of repair and, before fundraising can even be seriously started, to establish a way in which the considerations of its conservation can be reconciled with the wider imperatives of a small working estate.

