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These notes are aimed at teachers who have been on a visit to Gatton Park 
with their class. The notes provide ideas for activities to follow up a visit and 
focus on two particular topics: the ‘Capability’ Brown landscape at Gatton Park 
and the events that have taken place in Gatton Hall since Sir Jeremiah 
Colman owned Gatton Park. They are a good way of extending an 
educational session with a focus on the heritage of the Park.  
 
There is a great deal of information on the history of Gatton Park available. 
Each piece of information has been organised and catalogued systematically 
and is easily accessed through the Catalogue Index. Information has been 
ordered within the years of ownership of the Park. 
 

1. Archive 
 
Ask the children what they think is meant by the word archive. Some 
suggestions would be that it is a collection of materials from the past that can 
be rare and are presented in different ways, including newspaper articles, 
letters, and photos. The exercises that follow in these teacher’s notes will 
encourage children to bring such material alive through poetry and the idea 
that the children will be contributing to the archive of Gatton Park.  
 

2. Organising the archives on a Timeline 
 

To introduce the idea of a timeline, cut out the pictures and information and 
put in year order. What do the children find most interesting from the events 
mentioned? 
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Interpret the archives of Gatton Park landscape thr ough poetry, using 
your imagination with a range of exercises. 
 
‘Capability’ Brown  
From 1762 to 1766, Sir George Colebrooke who owned the park at the time 
commissioned Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown to transform whatever formal 
gardens had existed before into a classic English “natural” landscape garden. 
He was one of the leading landscape architects of the English Landscape 
Movement of the eighteenth century and was called ‘Capability’ Brown as he 
claimed to see great capability within a landscape. 
 
In the eighteenth Century there was a shift in garden design which resulted in 
the ‘landscape’ style. This was due to the following reasons. 
 

a) Formal gardens were expensive to maintain 
b) Landowners were travelling more, especially on what they called the 

‘Grand Tour’ which always included Italy. There they saw wild 
landscapes with classical ruins, and they wanted to recreate this look at 
home. 

c) Artists at the time such as Poussin and Claude Lorraine were painting 
familiar stories in idealised landscape settings, where trees, rocks, 
ruins and water were carefully arranged. People wanted their real 
landscapes to look as beautiful as these pictures. 

d) Formal gardens had gone out of fashion  
 
 

3. Landscape 
 
Landscape in the day of Capability Brown was used as a means of showing 
off the landowner’s wealth as well as a picturesque view for the owner.  
Get the children to think of why they think countryside and landscape is 
important today? 
 
 
Changes in landscape 
Capability Brown made a lot of changes to landscapes. For example at Gatton 
Park he enlarging the original narrow stretch of water to create the ‘S’ shaped 
lake we see today. Changes are still occurring to the parkland. In 1952 
National Trust acquired part of the Park and their work includes restoring the 
park to manage the style since 1760s. This can involve controversial 
decisions for example, removing a hedgerow of about 15 years old. 
Hedgerows are important for wildlife as they provide habitats and shelter for 
stock and crops. They also act as a screen against bad weather that helps 
control soil erosion. In this instance it was agreed that the removal of the 
hedgerow would not cause too much damage. 
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4. Word association exercise 
 
Get the children to write down one word that describes how they felt about the 
landscape they had seen at Gatton Park. For example, ‘green’. Once all the 
children have written their word, ask them to swap it with the person sitting 
next to them. The child then reacts to the word in front of them. What do they 
associate with the word ‘green’? One child’s reaction to this was ‘open’. The 
children then swap back their pieces of paper and repeat the exercise.  
 
The purpose of the exercise is to start thinking of the importance of words that 
you use. Words can say a lot and it is useful to consider this when writing 
poetry. 
 

5. Capability Brown’s trademark features 
 
Capability Brown used a lot of the same features in his landscape designs 
across the country. Show the children the following examples of his work. 
How many of the features listed below can they see in the pictures?  
Get the children to consider whether they like the designs. Do they think they 
all look similar?  
 
Trademark features of his garden design 
 

·  ‘S’ shaped lake 
·  Smooth flowing landforms 
·  Groups of trees positioned carefully to allow glimpses of the 

surrounding farmland. 
·  Native English trees e.g. elm, beech, chestnut, oak 
·  Bridges 
·  Greek and roman temples 
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   6. Description exercise 
 
Each child chooses a part of the landscape to be and write a poem about. 
This can be as small as a blade of grass or as large as the lake. After they 
have spent some time imagining what it would be like to be that part of the 
landscape, they can use these questions as prompts for ideas. 
 

·  How do I feel? 
·  What is my purpose? 
·  What do I look like? 
·  What noise do I make? 
·  What am I useful for? 
·  What colour and shape am I? 

 
 
Read this poem to give the children an idea of what they will be aiming 
towards. 
 
poem Lorna read as an example – scarecrow poem  
 
The poem should not contain the word they are describing. At the end the 
poems should be titled ‘What am I?’ and on reading them out, children should 
be able to guess what they are. E.g. 
�
I’m a substance of purity swaying 
Side to side like a cobra killing its prey 
I am still but when I’m disturbed I create waves 
I don’t remember coming here  
But I have always been here 
When the weather gets rough 
My weakness becomes tough 
I am transparent but dark 
I also never bark 
I am an object 
But can be walked through  
I am a strange being I do not object 
I am calm and still 
But dangerous as a snake that get you in their coil 
I have no body but I can move 
What am I? 
 
By Year 6, Royal Alexandra and Albert School. A poem about being the lake. 
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7. Events at Gatton Hall 
 
After placing the events on the timeline ask the children which one they find 
most interesting. Using their imaginations get the children to write a letter or 
diary extract detailing this event. They can use the archive material above or 
characters taken from a newspaper article written at the time which can be 
found in the table below. E.g. This child chose to write about the ball: 
 
“Dear Friend,  
 
The Ball was fabulous! The people piled in like a multi-coloured tidal wave, 
crashing into the marble hall all at once. The stars glistened like the diamonds 
on ladies chokers..” 
 
 By Year 5, Royal Alexandra and Albert School writing about the ball. 
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8.  Flame exercise  
 
For inspiration to write about the fire that occurred at Gatton Hall, light a 
candle and allow children to come up in supervised groups to observe the 
flame. Get the children to record words that describe the flame when they 
return to their desks. 
 
Considering the following questions will be helpful. 

·  What colour is it? – what else is this colour? 
·  How does it move? – what can you liken the movement to? 
·  What would it ‘say’? 
·  How does it feel? 

 
Read the following poem that will help them to structure a poem on what a 
flame might ‘say’. 
 
‘Rain says’ poem Lorna read 
 
E.g. 
 
Flame says I am like a knife 
Flame says Birthday 
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Flame says Cake 
Flame says Don’t put me on wood 
Flame says Belly dancer 
Flame says As I melt I grow 
Flame says Warning 
Flame says Fierce - Lion 
Flame says Trees blowing 
Flame says I’m hot  
Flame says Sun 
Flame says Don’t touch 
Flame says Sleep 
Flame says Bulrush 
Flame says Waves 
Flame says Terrified 
Flame says Burn 
 
By Year 5, Royal Alexandra and Albert School  
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