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Who was Mr McLean of Castle Donington? 
 

By Andrew White 
 
It has long been known that the designer of Williamson Park in the late 1870s and 1880s was 'Mr McLean 

of Castle Donington'.  In May 1880, for example, the local paper recorded that little more than half of 

McLean’s design was complete (LG 8/5/1880) while in June 1880 Mr McLean was proposing a lake and a 

cascade (LG 19/6/1880).  Beyond the name, however, we have had little idea of the man and his 

achievements. 

 

Williamson Park was the idea of James Williamson, the linoleum and floorcloth magnate.  It was begun in 

the late 1870s and was recorded as complete in November 1881.  By then James Williamson senior was 

dead; his son James, later Lord Ashton, finished the work. He later revisited the Park in his own right in 

another campaign of about 1904 which added stone shelters and bridges and culminated in 'the Structure', 

the Ashton Memorial of 1906-9. 

 

The Mr McLean who "allowed the park to design itself around natural features" (LG 3/12/1881)  has 

remained something of a mystery.  Indeed, failing to find anything recorded about him in landscape 

gardening literature in 1987, when the Memorial and Park were being restored, I wrote a letter to Country 

Life, in the hope someone else might have heard of him.  There was no response. 

 

I was then under the impression that, as with so much else that Williamson undertook, he would have used 

only the best available, and that McLean must therefore have been a fashionable figure in landscape 

gardening. His evident lack of profile was disturbing, but there the matter rested. 

 

Two related matters helped to reveal the truth.  One was a study of the 1881 Census Enumerators' Returns 

for Lancaster.  The second was the search in Leicestershire Record Office for some evidence at the Castle 

Donington end, although it had seemed possible that the Castle Donington connection was one of birth or 

earlier work, in all probability the work he was engaged in immediately before coming to Lancaster. 

 

The Census Returns for the two lodges to Williamson Park, on Wyresdale Road and on Quernmore Road, 

then both brand new, revealed useful evidence.  At the latter was John Smart, aged 59, landscape gardener, 

born Coventry, his wife and two children.  Smart was already recorded as an associate of McLean (LG 

3/12/1881).  At the Golgotha Lodge in Wyresdale Road lived Peter Wheildon, aged 24, public park 

gardener, born Leicestershire, his wife Fanny, aged 22, born Castle Donington, and, as a visitor, who else 

but John McLean, aged 42, landscape gardener, born in ‘Scotland’. 

 

The Leicestershire Record Office produced the evidence that in Kelly's Trade Directories for 1876 and 

1881 John McLean was listed as a gardener at Donington Park.  In the 1871 Census he appeared as market 

gardener, living with his family at Park Road, Castle Donington, but he was missing from the 1881 

Census, his wife Eliza and children alone being listed under Donington Park.  As we have already seen, he 

was staying in Lancaster on Census night, 1881. 

 

The evidence is now clear.  Far from being a freelance landscape gardener McLean was an employee of 

Lord Donington.  It would appear that he and at least two of his subordinates were on loan to the 

Williamsons over a period of several years, and had the enviable task of designing and creating a 

completely new landscape in what had formerly been the town's quarries.  One can easily imagine the 

exchange, perhaps in some London club or even in Parliament. "I say, Donington, old chap!  Have you the 

name of a good landscape gardener?  I need one for my new park in Lancaster". 
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"Williamson, I have the very man!  As a matter of fact he works for me.  You must borrow him and a 

couple of my under-gardeners.  They will do the job for you.  No, I won't hear a word about payment!  

Now, about that Bill.  Can I count on your support......?"  
 

Notes 

 

LG = Lancaster Guardian 
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