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n o t e s  &  q u e r i e s

surround of the alcove has an ornate decoration 
of architectural forms – rings of nail-head and 
billet. the spandrels contain raised buttons or 
bullae with

AD 1860
WP FB

in raised lettering, the upper spandrels being 
further elaborated with incised floral patterns. to 
the rear, the lump is reduced to a minimum, with 
the sides especially cut back at an angle rather 
than at right angles. on the back surfaces are 
further stamped texts:

(top back) WAtsoniAn PAt
  Fern BriCK

(middle back) tHe sHeLL PAttern

WAtsoniAn PAtent Fern BriCKs

A chance fieldwork encounter with mid-
nineteenth-century garden ceramics in the form 
of ‘fern bricks’ prompted an effort to clarify their 
use and to document their inventor. This raises 
unresolved questions about their prevalence as 
one aspect of the contemporary mid-Victorian 
fern craze.

in the winter of 1986–87, archaeological staff of 
the former royal Commission on the Historical 
Monuments of england – based locally at Keele, 
staffordshire – surveyed the residual earthworks 
of the early post-medieval formal garden layout 
associated with the great late sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century country house at Gerards 
Bromley, near eccleshall. this was the house 
described by the county historian as ‘the most 
magnificent structure of all this county’.1 And 
it is a location with further lustre as being one 
of the places where the florist and gardener John 
rea drew up designs and perhaps worked.2 Brief 
notice and interpretation of our understanding 
of that important house-and-garden complex 
have already appeared in print, in addition to the 
original survey plans and unpublished fieldwork 
account deposited in the public domain.3 During 
the fieldwork at Gerards Bromley, examples of 
mid-nineteenth-century ceramics, self-proclaimed 
‘fern bricks’, were also encountered, broken 
pieces of which could be picked up within the 
modern garden area there. several near-complete 
specimens were retained by the tenant farmer.4

f e r n b r i c k s

Fern bricks are almost ideal archaeological 
artefacts because of the amount of documentation 
that is embedded in them. this includes a 
date, location of manufacture, and a signpost 
to their designer and intended manner of use. 
the fieldwork finds occurred in two or three 
sizes with an identical pattern (Figure 1). the 
reasons behind this are clearly explained by 
the documentation that can be drawn together 
about them (see below). each individual item 
had only a single finely finished external face. 
in this was worked a circular alcove or recess, 
itself semicircular in section. in the base is a 
hole, and the lower part has a narrow shelf as 
fixing for a detachable bowl or dish. the upper 

Figure 1. two fragments of Watsonian 
Patent Fern Brick representing two of the 
standard sizes (the smaller inverted), as 

found at Gerards Bromley, staffordshire. 
Photo: author
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technical drawings were supplied, comprising 
front, back, side and top or plan views. A sample 
construction in the form of a hexagonal pillar, 
with ceramic base and capital and a large ceramic 
vase on top, was also illustrated.

there is only quite limited information 
available about the local manufactory of 
these fancy items. the firm’s title was Garrett 
Brothers, trading from Brownhills, Burslem. A 
trade directory entry for 1864 gives additional 
information: ‘Blue Metallic tileries, near Burslem 
… and 16 south Wharf, Paddington, London; 
Paving and ridge tiles … stable Bricks, Garden 
edging etc … also improved pressed flooring 
tiles for churches, entrance halls, conservatories, 
dairies &c.’5 Garrett Brothers does not appear 
in the Keates and Ford trade directory for 1867, 
so there is a possibility that they were out of 
business by that date. White’s directory for 1851 
does not list Garrett Brothers; but a firm by the 
title of H. & r. Haywood is listed at Brownhills, 
also making ‘Blue Metallic’ tiles.6 this firm may 
have been taken over by Garrett Brothers at 
some date between 1851 and 1860, the date of 
the patent fern brick. unfortunately, neither the 
City Museum and Art Gallery at Hanley nor the 
Gladstone Pottery Museum in Longton (which 
does have a large collection of architectural 
ceramics and heavy clay items) has any fern 
bricks or other products of Garrett Brothers in 
their collections.7

An advertising sheet issued by F. & G. 
rosher of London c.1860 has been traced (Figure 
2), promoting ‘tHe WAtsoniAn Fern BriCK 
AnD Fern CoLuMn’ and illustrating their 
use.8 Characterizing these patent bricks – on 
the authority of Professor Archer of edinburgh 
university – as ‘one of the most elegant and 
useful means of cultivating Ferns, Lycopodiums 
and Mosses we have yet seen’, it claims that, 
whether built into a free-standing hexagonal 
pillar or used facing the walls of conservatories, 
ferneries, stoves etc., they ‘combine all essentials 
for the cultivation of Ferns, Mosses, and other 
Cryptogamous Plants, namely, porosity of 
material, drainage, shade &c’. three proportional 
sizes are advertised in this contemporary trade 
literature; none conformed with Watson’s patent 
in matching the dimensions of common bricks, 
but nevertheless it was envisaged that they 
might also be used decoratively in ordinary 
brickwork, for example in conservatories. Most 
elegantly, a column formed of the smallest size, 
under a glass cover, was promoted – at a cost of 
four guineas (£4 4s. 0d.) – as ‘a beautiful and 
interesting object for the table of the Drawing 
room, Library, or Boudoir’. For F. & G. rosher, 
who traded from queen’s road West in Chelsea, 
upper Ground street in Blackfriars and Kingsland 
road in Kingsland, this specialist line formed but 
one part of a business as suppliers of ‘garden 
vases, fountains &c. in artificial stone, garden-
border-edging tiles, ornamental flower-boxes for 

And stamped on the side:

GArrett BrotHers
BroWnHiLL tiLeries
BursLeM
stAFForDsHire

pat e n t,  m a n u fa c t u r e,  d i s t r i b u t i o n, u s e

A patent was registered for the invention of this 
pattern of fern brick. the records of the former 
Patent office deposited in the British Library show 
that the patent was registered as number 2818 in 
1859 (dated 12 December 1859 and sealed 8 June 
1860) in the name of George Churchill Watson, 
‘of the City of Chester, Physician’, as ‘novel and 
Artistic Bricks or lumps for the reception, growth 
and propagation of ferns, mosses and other 
plants’. in detailed specification, the invention 
consisted in

the construction and use of ‘bricks’ or 
‘lumps’, having recesses or pockets formed 
therein, for containing soil and so forth, for 
the reception, growth, and propagation of 
ferns, mosses, and other plants. i construct 
these my improved ‘bricks’ or ‘lumps’ in 
such a way that they may be used wholly 
or partially, in the construction of walls, 
columns, fountains, pillars, or other like 
structures. these recesses or pockets i 
form with one or more perforations or 
passages (by preference) opening out at 
the back of the ‘bricks’ or ‘lumps’, for 
the purpose of drainage or irrigation; and 
i prefer to form the pockets, or recesses, 
in the face of the ‘bricks’ or ‘lumps’ with 
shell or other suitably shaped projecting 
lips, so as to form a basin partially within, 
and partially beyond the vertical surface 
of the ‘brick’ or ‘lump’ for containing 
the soil and roots of the plant. these 
improved ‘bricks’ or ‘lumps’ i form 
with square vertical sides, or beveled 
to any required angle, that they may be 
conveniently used in the formation of 
hexagonal, octagonal, or other polygonal 
sided pillars or columns. the outer surface 
can be formed flat or circular, and may be 
either plain or ornamented. i construct my 
improved ‘bricks’ or ‘lumps’ from clay or 
other plastic material, and bake or fire 
them in one piece, or they may be formed 
of two or more pieces which may be 
jointed together, and used in combination 
to produce the same result. My improved 
‘bricks’ or ‘lumps’ i prefer to make of 
such size or sizes, say, for instance, nine 
inches by nine inches, or any relative size, 
so as to admit of their being readily used 
in combination with common building 
bricks.
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he is described as ‘formerly lecturer on Forensic 
Medicine in Dublin’, later clarified as ‘Lecturer in 
Forensic Medicine at the school of Anatomy and 
Medicine, Diggis street, Dublin’.

in 1854 he had established himself in 
Watergate street, Chester, and duly appeared 
in the Local List of Medical Practitioners for 
the city. in addition, for three years he claimed 
to serve as ‘Medical Lecturer in the Collegiate 
institute, Abbott’s Grange, Chester’: this ceased 
from 1857 onwards. in time he built up other 
local commitments: in 1862 he became ‘surgeon 
to the Chester District royal navy Coastal 
Volunteers’ and by 1871 he was also ‘Civilian 
Medical inspector of Army recruits’, ‘surgeon 
to Chester Goldsmith’s Hall’, and ‘Medical 
referee to the sun Assurance society’.9 He 
lived successively at four Chester addresses: 40 
Watergate street from 1854 until at least 1862; 
12 King street in 1866; 27 upper northgate 
street from at least 1871 until 1875; and finally 
21 nicholas street in 1876. the latter lay in the 
street that featured, from 1781, the fine surviving 
terrace (numbers 4–28) known traditionally 
as ‘Pill-Box Promenade’ because many of the 
houses were occupied by doctors.10 Watson died 
on 12 August 1876, aged sixty-five. His medical 
eminence did not merit an obituary in either the 
British Medical Journal or The Lancet.

none of this throws any light on Watson’s 
interest in gardening or more especially in 
ferns, which his patented invention might be 

windows and balconies, faced with porcelain tiles 
of various tasteful designs in colours’.

d r wat s o n

the eponymous Dr Watson’s career can be traced 
in summary through the Medical Directory. Dr 
George Bott Churchill Watson was born in 1810 
or 1811. He qualified as MD at edinburgh in 
1833 and became licentiate of the royal College 
of surgeons (edinburgh) in 1837 and licentiate 
of the society of Apothecaries (London) the same 
year. in 1847 he was resident in Bedford street 
north in Liverpool and working at the Liverpool 
Lying-in Hospital and Dispensary, established 
1841. in that year he was described generally as 
‘Physician and obstetric Physician’ and on the 
hospital’s staff as ‘Physician’, but in 1848 more 
humbly as ‘Accoucheur’ (with two colleagues), 
though responsible on both occasions for public 
lectures on midwifery. By 1849 he seems to have 
moved into private practice, being described as 
‘late Physician-Accoucheur’ at the hospital and 
listed among the doctors of Liverpool in the 
Local List. By 1851 he had moved to London, to 
live at 5 Albert Villas, st John’s, Fulham, but is 
noted as ‘not practising’ in 1852: in 1853 he had 
moved to 12 Palestine Place, Bethnal Green. At 
some time between leaving Liverpool and 1853 
he appears to have worked in ireland, for from 
that year the qualification ‘Associate Member 
[latterly simply Member] of the surgeons’ society 
of ireland’ appears in his curriculum vitae and 

Figure 2. illustrations of the sizes and uses of Watsonian Patent Fern Bricks from F. & G. 
rosher’s contemporary trade advertisement. Photo courtesy: Winterthur Library, Winterthur 

Museum and Country estate, Winterthur, Delaware
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emotions”?: archaeology, parks and gardens in 
staffordshire’, Staffordshire Studies, 18 (2007), 
pp. 1–36, esp. pp. 8–12; national Monuments 
record, sJ 73 se 2.

4 in 2007, in giving the biennial earl Lecture 
at Keele, i resurrected this half-forgotten 
discovery to illustrate, by an example, that a 
distinctive material culture is associated with 
gardens, which may be revealed and interpreted 
archaeologically. though that lecture is now 
published, this note gives the opportunity to 
rehearse some basic information about these 
products; everson, ‘“A setting of cheap thrills 
and false emotions”?’, pp. 5–8.

5 Jones’s Mercantile Directory of the Pottery 
District of Staffordshire (London: Jones & 
Proud, 1864), p. 163 and advertisement on  
p. 6. 

6 Keates’s Gazetteer and Directory of the 
Staffordshire Potteries, Newcastle and District 
(Hanley, 1867); William White, History, 
Gazetteer and Directory of Staffordshire, and 
the City and County of the City of Lichfield 
(sheffield, 1851), p. 278.

7 information from Mrs D. skinner and 
Angela Lee in correspondence (summer 1987).

8 the advertising sheet is described in 
a dealer’s catalogue (Lesley Aitchinson’s 
Catalogue 44, item 282) (see http://www.
localhistory.co.uk/la/cats/fremington.htm; 
accessed 27 August 2008). there is a copy 
in the Winterthur Library at the Winterthur 
Museum and Country estate, Winterthur, 
Delaware (see http://www.winterthur.org/ 
research/library_resources.asp).

9 For an outline of medical services in 
Chester through this period, see A. t. thacker 
and C. P. Lewis (eds), A History of the County 
of Chester, Vol. 5, Pt 2: The City of Chester: 
Culture, Buildings, Institutions (Woodbridge: 
Boydell & Brewer, 2005), pp. 49–58.

10 Phillipson & Golder’s Directory for 
Chester and the Immediate Neighbourhood 
(Chester, 1870), lists him as ‘Watson, George 
B. Churchill esq M.D., 29 upper northgate 
street’ (p. 42) and as ‘physician’ (p. 66). C. P. 
Lewis and A. t. thacker (eds), A History of 
the County of Chester, Vol. 5, Pt 1: The City 
of Chester: General History and Topography 
(Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2003), pp. 
199–20. only the modest house in King street 
is still standing and still in residential use.

11 G. C. Watson, ‘some account of the 
epidemic fever which prevailed in Liverpool, in 
the latter months of the year 1844’, Provincial 
Medical and Surgical Journal, 10/5 (4 February 
1846), pp. 48–50.

12 David elliston Allen, The Victorian Fern 
Craze: A History of Pteridomania (London: 
Hutchinson, 1969); sarah Whittingham, The 
Victorian Fern Craze. shire Library no. 571 
(oxford: shire, 2009).

13 sue shephard, Seeds of Fortune: A 

taken to indicate. the sole publications he 
claimed were an early note on his professional 
activity in Liverpool11 and an illustrated booklet 
entitled Hints for Pedestrians: Practical and 
Medical (1843), published under the pseudonym 
‘Medicus’ and republished in 1862 during his 
period at Chester.

c o n c l u s i o n

Products such as fern bricks represent the 
commercial response of ceramic manufacturers 
to the Victorian fern craze12 – itself the popular 
reflex of plant-hunters’ and plant-breeders’ 
activities, which garden historians have explored 
so extensively. For the leading commercial 
plant dealers, such as the Veitch nurseries, new 
and exotic varieties of ferns were among the 
particular targets of their collectors in distant 
regions in the mid-nineteenth century.13 the 
collections at Kew provide a simple index of that 
popularity. A temperate fern house was created 
in 1851, a small house for tropical tree ferns was 
built in 1861, and by 1868 no fewer than 802 
species and varieties of ferns and forty-eight of 
fern allies were in cultivation.14 in the Potteries, 
the Burslem tileries clearly responded to the 
perceived opportunity; while other contemporary 
manufacturers in the district also specialized 
in ‘Horticultural Pottery’ and ‘Fancy rustic 
Wares’ as well as simpler flower and garden 
pots, F. & H. Brewer & Co. of Longton even 
thinking it worthwhile to repeat the essence of 
their trade advertisement in French, putting 
themselves forward as ‘Fabricants de faience 
pour le jardinage et d’articles Rustiques de toutes 
espèces’.15 Why there should be a mixed dump of 
fern bricks at Gerards Bromley is not known. to 
know how widely popular these products were, 
and how long lived, among the spreading villas 
of suburban London of the 1860s, or elsewhere, 
requires a different form of fieldwork.

p a u l  e v e r s o n

6 Monks Lane, Nantwich, Cheshire CW5 5DN, UK

r e f e r e n c e s

1 robert Plot, The Natural History of 
Staffordshire (oxford, 1686), pp. 102–3.

2 Peter Goodchild, ‘John rea’s gardens of 
delight: introduction and the construction of 
the flower garden’, Garden History, 9/2 (1981), 
pp. 99–109, esp. p. 101. Keith Goodway 
has identified correspondence between rea 
and Lady Gerard in the Hamilton Papers in 
edinburgh, with photocopies in the Harrowby 
archives at sandon.

3 Paul everson, ‘Field survey and garden 
earthworks’, in A. e. Brown (ed.), Garden 
Archaeology. research report no. 78 
(London: CBA, 1991), pp. 6–19, esp. pp. 6–7; 
idem, ‘“A setting of cheap thrills and false 
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1995), pp. 369–71.
15 Jones’s Mercantile Directory …, pp. 180–

2, esp. p. 20 advertisement for F. & H. Brewer, 
and p. 256 advertisement for samuel snape of 
Garshall Green near stone.

Gardening Dynasty (new York: Bloomsbury, 
2003), pp. 122, 135–6, 140, 153–4, 162, 173, 
183.

14 ray Desmond, Kew: The History of the 
Royal Botanic Gardens (London: Harvill, 
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