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During the th anniversary year of the birth of
James Burton (–) we can re-assess his work,
not only as the leading master builder of late Georgian
and Regency London but also as the creator of an
entire new resort town on the Sussex coast, west of
Hastings. The focus of this article will be on Burton’s
role as planner of the remarkable townscape and
landscape of St Leonards-on-Sea. How and why did
he build it and what role did his son, the acclaimed
architect Decimus Burton, play in its creation?

James Burton, the great builder and developer oflate Georgian London, is best known for his work
in the Bedford and Foundling estates, and for the
crucial part he played in the building of Regent
Street and the Regent’s Park terraces. But, despite
living in the most ‘chaste’ of classical villas in
Regent’s Park, by the s he was encircled by fast-
increasing urban development: ‘we in the park will
be soon surrounded by a ring of smoke’, commented
his son Henry in . Sea bathing was approaching
the zenith of its popularity, and Burton’s diary from
 to mentions visits to Brighton, Margate,
and Bognor, though not – despite the presence of a
Hastings Street in his  Skinner estate development
in Bloomsbury – to Hastings. And in  he entered
into negotiations for the purchase of a tract of
agricultural land in the long-since deserted parishes
of St Leonards and St Mary Magdalene to the west of
Hastings. Here he laid out St Leonards and, almost
certainly with the help of his son Decimus, built ‘one
of the first and most daring’ of the fashionable
seaside resorts of the nineteenth century.

The land, which was part of the -acre Gensing
Farm, was put up for sale by the trustees of the late
Charles Eversfield following the passing of a private
Act of Parliament which allowed them to grant
building leases. It included a favourite tourist site –
a valley with stream cutting through the cliff called
Old Woman’s Tap. (Fig. ) At the bottom stood a
large flat stone, locally named The Conqueror’s
Table, said to have been where King William I had
dined on the way to the Battle of Hastings.This
valley was soon to become the central feature of the
new town. The Conqueror’s table, however, was to
be unceremoniously removed and replaced by James
Burton’s grand central St Leonards Hotel.

The Act proposed a spacious, dignified housing
estate with ‘detached villas and other houses’
disposed on plots of land no larger than fifteen acres
each, ‘very conveniently and eligibly situated for
building ground’.  Purchasers were allowed to ‘allot
parts thereof for squares, lawns, streets or roads, and
to make drains, sewers and water courses, and to dig
brick earth for the purpose aforesaid.’ A traditional
Georgian grid of streets was envisaged, with crescents
and squares, but there was also a suggestion of the
Victorian garden suburb, allowing for ‘detached
villas and other houses’, much like the earliest plans
for St John’s Wood whose villas were, however,
often semi-detached. The Act ‘permitted the
Trustees to impose such restrictions as they
wished’, though it ‘did not require that any particular
restriction be imposed.’ This vagueness was
probably the source of problems encountered by
James Burton later on.
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JAMES AND DECIMUS BURTON’S  REGENCY
NEW TOWN,   ‒  

E L I Z A B E T H N A T H A N I E L S



Brighton, Thomas Reid Kemp’s Kemp Town, ‘the
first example of formal Georgian town planning
applied to the seaside’ was begun by  on his own
inherited land just to the east of Brighton. Its rival,
Brunswick Town, by one of Kemp’s architects,
Charles Busby, followed a year later to the west.

Both featured terraces of houses, with no detached
residences, and Kemp Town took years to complete.

Both Kemp and the architect/ developer Busby were
ruined financially; Kemp had to flee his creditors to
France, dying there in , and Busby became
bankrupt a year before his death in .

James Burton must have heard of Busby being
‘bankrupted by his own buildings’,  and in  –
the year in which he laid the foundation stone for
St Leonards – Kemp Town was described as being
‘almost as desolate as Pompeii’. By contrast, in
 St Leonards was populated by a small army of
labourers, engaged in focused, supervised building
activity. Burton avoided the major reasons for the

During the s ‘new would-be fashionable
resorts were springing up all along the south coast’.

Most, however, were grafted on to original fishing
villages, like Brighton, and it seemed that Hastings
was soon to catch up. A London paper in 

claimed: ‘This fashionable summer retreat bids fair
soon to rival Brighton’. By , in the words of one
visitor, ‘the Fashion of the company’ was
‘considerably improved’, and by members of the
Woodgate family were reporting that the town was
‘full’.The buildings were improving as well. Among
these was Pelham Crescent, whose shopping arcade
was completed in . By  the whole complex
was finished, with its raised, split crescent of elegant
houses embracing the classical, temple-like Church of
St Mary in the Castle. A remarkable and original
creation, it was designed by the architect Joseph Kay
(–), surveyor since  of the Foundling
Estate in Bloomsbury, Burton’s earliest large-scale
development in Bloomsbury. At the same time, in
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Fig. . The site of Old Woman’s Tap, or Tapshaw, on the coast west of Hastings , where James Burton
built his new town in 1828. This is an engraving made from a painting by J. M. W. Turner, looking

towards Bexhill and the Martello Towers in 1817. In the 1820s, at least two of the towers remained on
the western St Leonards coastline; one was washed away by the sea and the other blown up in the
1870s, according to local newspaper reports. By kind permission of Hastings Public Library.



O R I G I N A L L A N D P U R C H A S E S

A N D E A R L Y P L A N S

The original  acres of freehold land for which
James Burton negotiated during  cut across
fields (Fig. ). Some of their names echoed the
ancient settlement of the abandoned parish, such as
Kiln Plot, Old House Meadow, and Chapel Field.
The Burton land was in the form of an inverted
letter T, the horizontal element running along the
seashore  yards and the vertical running inland,
approximately – yards, to include an
agriculturally impossible valley. Set precisely between
the parishes of St Leonards and St Mary Magdalen,
the stream or ‘tap’ was to serve the new town and
create two ponds. 

Burton’s estate at St Leonards was acquired,
freehold, in two parts, the first  acres in 

costing £, and a further thirteen acres in  for
£,.The first Agreement to sell the freehold of
land in and around Old Woman’s Tap was drawn up
by the trustees of the Eversfield Estate on December
. This consisted of fields above, sloping into the
valley and a strip of flat land below the cliff edge. A
deposit of £,was paid by Burton on December
. The purchase was completed and paid for on
 February , just a day or two before the laying
of the foundation stone of the first villa on March.

The original agreement included a requirement that

Brighton failures. Being economically and politically
astute, he eschewed Busby’s radicalism and
Kemp’s un-businesslike high-mindedness, and he
embraced that sine qua non for Regency seaside
success: royal patronage. Thanks to his son Decimus’s
contacts in Tunbridge Wells, the major coup was
to attract, by , the Duchess of Kent, and her
daughter Princess Victoria, the future Queen of
England, for a winter stay. Even though James
Burton’s financial losses also were said to be great,

he was not bankrupted by the town, his wealth at
death in  being £,. And despite serious
problems with weather, sea incursion, and even his
own ill-health, Burton completed the nucleus of his
St Leonards development. Within eighteen months
of its foundation a grand opening dinner was held at
the St Leonards Hotel in October , and exactly
two years later, by March , he had drafted a
public announcement describing the attractions and
buildings of St Leonards as already complete. (Fig. )
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Fig. . Description of the new town almost certainly
written by James Burton, dated . By kind permission 

of the Hastings Museum and Art Gallery.

Fig. . Drawing from conveyance of freehold land to James
Burton by the Eversfield Estate trustees,dated . 

By kind permission of the Hastings Museum and Art Gallery.



adjoining Eversfield land. The resulting Conveyance
of was a ‘mutual tidying-up’,with the Eversfield
Estate agreeing to take over the building of the new
road in return for Burton closing his tollgate and
buying extra land. As for the animals, Burton was to
be responsible for fencing off his own land – and
facing up to a problem already encountered by the
Eyre Estate’s ‘galloping cows.’

Burton had indeed overstepped his boundaries.
To the north, he built the east side of his North
Lodge – a substantial dwelling – on Eversfield land,
later acquiring an extra strip which allowed for the
building of Decimus Burton’s Italianate Baston
Lodge, in the s. To the west, he encroached
upon Eversfield land for his Archery Ground, the
St Leonards Archers having been formed in .

Finally more property was acquired just north of
Mercatoria, the designated service area.’

Even before the Eversfield Act had received
Royal Assent in June , early drawings in the
Hastings Museum, dated March the same year, show
that Burton had already been planning the new
town.What is astonishing is the nature of these
plans. At this time there was little suggestion of
‘Regent’s Park by the sea’. Instead there were rows of
jam-packed orthogonal groups of terraces stretching

Burton should build a new road across fields to
shorten the route between London and St Leonards;
the second agreement of  included an undertaking
by the Eversfield Estate to build the road themselves
and to allow for payment of £, over a period of
five years.(Fig. ) Study of the legal documents
reveals that problems must have arisen over road-
building, toll gates, the charging of tolls, animals
roaming the streets and Burton’s infringement onto
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Fig. . Drawing from the second conveyance of land to
James Burton dated . By kind permission of the

Hastings Museum and Art Gallery.

Fig. . The first sketch plan of St Leonards dated March , showing James Burton’s 
attempt to impose the rectangular rigour of the grid onto a picturesque valley. 

By kind permission of the Hastings Museum and Art Gallery.



Burton aimed to re-create his Bloomsbury success,
with terraced housing laid out on a grid pattern of
inland streets. Perhaps he also wished to challenge
his younger rival architect, Joseph Kay, and create a
spectacular Pelham Crescent of his own. But it is one
thing to have ideas about a yet un-surveyed piece of
land sixty miles away and another to be on the spot,
realising the true nature of the site. The dimensions
of James Burton’s earliest plans made in London
suggest he was working on a long shoreline strip
of land somewhat wider than the actual plot he
eventually bought in , which ranged from  to
 yards wide. In the early months of  he must
have been working from his own visual memory
rather than from a detailed survey. The plan that
eventually emerged was different, making better use
of the topography of the site and thereby better
expressing the spirit of the place. (Fig. )

One element which endured from Regent’s Park
– the Neo-classical terraces along the seafront – was a
feature which occasioned delight and praise at the
time. ‘None but the unrivalled crescents of Bath
and Bristol is superior to the Marina of St Leonards’
enthused the influential Dr A B Granville, who
nevertheless criticised other aspects of Burton’s

too far inland for the limited site running along the
flat shoreline, with the charming irregular valley
forced into a rectangular shape, the stream running
neatly in a straight line through the middle of it.
(Fig. ) It was as if it belonged to an earlier, eighteenth
century tradition, the ‘perfect regularity and
uniformity’ advocated by Lord Kames in the s.

Nevertheless, the plans included a crescent, that
requirement for a fashionable resort. This crescent,
facing the sea, was to be about  feet across and to
consist of two arms of curved terraced houses with a
hotel in the centre. The whole crescent encircled a
sea-facing villa in gardens, on the same axis. A
further undated drawing shows the crescent in
greater detail complete with colonnade along the
seafront, with shops and baths. A drawing labelled
‘Harold Plan’, dated a month later on  April,
abandons the idea of the large crescent and proposes
rectangular gardens, with a triple villa – a house
divided into three – in the middle, fronted by baths
along the sea and many seafront terraces. Inland,
further terraces form a series of squares where the
central garden area seems to be shared, in the
manner later adopted in s Kensington.

These early sketch plans suggest that James
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Fig. . An 1846 map of St Leonards, showing additional land acquired by the Burton Estate, some of it 
(coloured pink) put up for sale.  By kind permission of the Hastings Museum and Art Gallery.



Neoclassical shorefront there is a terraced grid of
streets, originally a specially-designed area for
artisans, shopkeepers and laundresses. Elevated by
Latinate names – ‘Mercatoria’ and ‘Lavatoria’– it
remains today a high-density, village-like place. Here,
fronting the former Mews, James Burton demonstrated
something relatively new: a concern for the ‘lower
orders’. He knew that no community could exist
without its essential services, and these needed
decent accommodation.

Perhaps Burton also wished to redeem his
reputation from the Bloomsbury Foundling Estate
work where, as was customary in the s, he had
built third- and fourth-rate houses immediately
behind those of the gentry, or along the edges of the
estate. They were often ‘unauthorised’, quickly
became slums, and were much criticised by some
members of the Foundling Estate building
committee.Much like some of the early nineteenth
century houses of old Hastings around The Bourne,

this was a form of squalor James Burton obviously
wished to avoid with his own new town. By  he
had published and posted his Cottage Regulations
recommended for the Preservation of Health.This
contained exhortations about the cleanliness of the
person, as well as of the house, and advice about
avoiding ‘raw vegetables’ and liquor and keeping
‘moral habits, industry, and order’. 

Burton’s concern for cleanliness in built form
resulted in what is probably the only known small

plan.Generally painted the traditional Bath stone
cream, this stuccoed range, later to be extended in
varying degrees of success all along the seafront to
Hastings, remains its most outstanding feature today.
Another Regent’s Park feature was the residential or
‘villa park’, the semi-private subscription gardens
in the valley. Here Burton broke away from the
Georgian rectangular rigour of rectilinear streets and
created a grouping of loosely scattered villas and
cottages suggesting the garden suburbs of the future. 

Even today – despite parked cars and other
insensitive twentieth-century intrusions – St Leonards
is best appreciated as a whole. No individual building,
as it stands now, can claim to be masterpiece in its
own right. It is the setting and the landscape-led
architecture of the hinterland which form its
principal interest. 

T H E B U I L D I N G S O F E A R L Y

S T L E O N A R D S

The architecture of the Burtons’ St Leonards has
been discussed elsewhere, and I will concentrate
on what appear to be the most original and
unacknowledged elements of the design, focusing on
the early years up to James Burton’s death in .
First, the buildings will be described according to
different social groups, starting with the artisans’ and
service sector. Built on the hill rising from the central
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Fig. . The service area of St Leonards, showing the
large, centrally located Mews tucked behind both the
commercial grid planned streets of Mercatoria and
Lavatoria Square, with East Ascent running up to it
and Maze Hill and the gardens to the left. The Lawn
is one of the later ‘architectural groups’ designed 
under the supervision of Decimus Burton. By kind
permission of the Hastings Museum and Art Gallery.



We now come to the main groups of intended
visitors and residents: wealthy invalids and large
families. ‘The buildings we understand are not
intended for lodging houses, but as commodious
residences for large, respectable families,’ stated the
Sussex Advertiser as early as  February . This
certainly accords with James Burton’s intentions, as
was the fashion of the time, so well satirized by Jane
Austen in her unfinished  novel Sanditon.

Large respectable families could have chosen from the

square specially designed for laundresses. Called
Lavatoria, it led out of Mercatoria, whose centrally
placed pub, the Horse and Groom, was one of the
first buildings of the town. The remains of Lavatoria
today, with its delicate ornament detail applied to
simple small terraced houses, speaks volumes for the
interest Burton had for the ‘lower orders’ – even
though he assured his potential wealthy visitors that
‘inferior’ residences were separated from the
‘principal residences’ in ‘Architectural Groups’.

The shape of the square is now lost, replaced by
front gardens and road, forming the top end of what
is now Norman Road. (Fig. )

East Ascent, leading down steeply from Mercatoria
behind the original seafront Marina (now replaced
by the enormous s Marine Court), was a mixture
of houses often combining offices and shops in a
variety of simple stripped-down classical structures
with one keynote building which has an elegant,
porticoed entrance. A public house was originally
tucked away behind these houses, backing onto the
large mews behind. Fronting the mews area to the
west was the lower part of Maze Hill. Here was a row
of unusual stuccoed houses with Gothic details
which were probably intended for the less affluent
visitors.They have no gardens at the back or front,
yet at the same time they benefit from a view across
St Leonards Gardens and maintain the eighteenth-
century tradition of a piano nobile drawing room on
the first floor. (Fig. ).

One of the first three buildings put up in 

was South Colonnade (now demolished), a row of
shops with dwellings above, built immediately on the
seafront. It was here, in April , that a daughter of
a grocer became the first newly-born inhabitant of
the town – an event duly celebrated by a gift from the
Burtons of a silver tea service. Also completed in
 was the archway entrance gate, East Lodge,
trumpeting the traveller’s arrival at the new town on
the main road from Hastings. And finally there was
Burton’s own West Villa, or simply No. Marina,
later called Crown House (see below).
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Fig. . The Maze Hill houses: stuccoed Gothic terraces,
similar to some of the images of original buildings
designed for the Eyre Estate in St. John’s Wood. 

Elizabeth Nathaniels.



George III, Sidmouth with the Duke of Kent, and
Brighton with the Prince Regent. The first royal to
arrive in St Leonards was Princess Sophia of
Gloucester, in . She stayed in the formidable
‘Castellated Villa’ a large, brooding Tudoresque
residence near the North Lodge entrance to the
town, overlooking its own gardens and pond, as well
as the main gardens beyond. This was quickly
renamed Gloucester Lodge and so it remains today. 

Even more excitement was caused by the arrival
of Princess Victoria with her mother the Duchess of
Kent for a winter stay in –.They were housed
at West Villa (No. Marina, now Crown House),
the first building of the new town, built for James
Burton himself. This is surely the most interesting
building along the seafront. (Fig. ) Built from pre-
fabricated elements sent down from London by
sea, it is quite different from the average English
Regency villa and may have had a French inspiration,

seafront Neoclassical terraces. Facing south over sun
and sea, with the central ranges offering first floor
balconies above the stout Greek Doric colonnades,
they would seem ideal. However, ‘invalids’ – an
important long-stay tourist group – were cautioned by
the influential Dr Granville to avoid the seafront as
being ‘particularly obnoxious’ for the delicate invalid,

‘placing him on the margin of a too frequently agitated
ocean.’ Avoiding the awesomely Burkean ‘sublimity’
of the seafront, Granville therefore proposed the
more appropriate and sheltered ‘beauty’ of the villas
and Gothic cottages, which he described as ‘that little
paradise to invalids’ in St Leonards Gardens. By the
mid to late s Granville was able to report that these
were ‘much sought after by the wealthy invalids and
always occupied’ (my italics).

The interest and presence of aristocracy was
welcome, but royalty was the ultimate mark of
approval. Weymouth had blossomed under
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Fig. . Crown House today, facing the sea across busy traffic and a parking space. It almost miraculously 
survived bombing, which destroyed buildings on either side and behind it. Elizabeth Nathaniels. 



J A M E S A N D D E C I M U S B U R T O N ’ S R E G E N C Y N E W T O W N

T H E G E O R G I A N G R O U P J O U R N A L V O L U M E X X



Fig. b. The original double villa, not taking into account a setting which
quickly became urban, crowding out the space for leafy grand entrances from 
both sides, nudged out by the early buildings of East Ascent to the right. 

By kind permission of the Hastings Museum and Art Gallery.

Fig. a. The surviving one of two double villas on either side of the Assembly Rooms. One entrance is from
the side and another from the front – not as originally intended, as can be seen from the idealised

contemporary perspective print. The general impression is of a single villa. Burtons’ St Leonards Society. 



double or triple villa masquerading as a single
detached house. On either side of the Assembly
Rooms, there were originally two very handsome
stuccoed detached ‘double villas’, one of which has
survived. (Fig. ) Subtly planned and elegantly built
in the stripped-down classic taste, there is a plan and
elevation in the Hastings Museum of not merely a
double villa but of an ingeniously planned triple
villa, for No. Regent Street. By , both
Burtons had become masters of the semi-detached
house.The town was later to become almost
surrounded by the many more ‘double villas’ in
‘Architectural Groups’ under Decimus Burton’s
aegis, in the s and s, often replacing stucco
with stone. This prevalence of the semi-detached
villa form suggests the close contact James Burton
had experienced with the Eyre Estate, where he
worked as builder-developer from  to .

Here the original Georgian-inspired layout of streets,
crescents and circuses was also abandoned for a plan
incorporating a looser, less formal arrangement of
numerous semi-detached houses.

reminiscent of the ‘vertical combinations’ of J.N.L
Durand (–).The interior has been gutted,
but the exterior is graceful and, in addition to the
French influence it has a quality of ‘chaste’ English
Palladianism.The upper storey has four pairs of
Ionic columns fronting a balcony and framing three
large, recessed windows, while, below, on the ground
floor, the doors and windows were originally
discreetly recessed. These have since been filled in.
The coupled columns are reminiscent of the portico
of Decimus Burton’s Athenaeum, which he was
completing at the same time. These in their turn
could have been inspired by Nash’s use of coupled
columns in Park Crescent. In short, a close
examination of Crown House reveals it to be the
result of a studious and talented architectural mind.
Could this have been the work of James Burton?

We now come to the early development of the
semi-detached house, named by the Burtons as the
‘double villa’. From an eighteenth-century terrace
trying to look like a single palace, the Burtons had
now moved to an early nineteenth century idea: a
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Fig. . East Lodge as first built. By kind permission of the Hastings Museum and Art Gallery.



included a full prospect of the sea. (Fig. ) Finally, as
part of the axially designed Hotel and Assembly
Rooms, the southern entrance to the St Leonards
Gardens is by South Lodge. This provides a
charming visual introduction to the sloping
landscape seen through the arch. The lodge consists
of two simple stripped-down classical houses, their
first floors spanning the arched entrance to the
gardens, similar in form, if not in style, to North Lodge.

The original detached houses in the park were
seemingly scattered artlessly around the edges and
actually in the gardens. In fact these villas were not
casually disposed, but carefully sited on the contours
of the land and taking full advantage of the views.
They followed the ideas of Humphry Repton, who
had worked at James Burton’s own country house,
Mabledon in Kent, and on other schemes.The
landscape-led architecture of its residential park is
one of the most outstanding features of Burton’s
St Leonards.  Its dramatic, undulating, multi-level
qualities have been summed up by landscape
architect Philip Masters as ‘a distinctive landscape in

While none the three main lodges of early
St Leonards may have been exactly a ‘trumpet at a
distant gate’, they nevertheless played important
roles in heralding the new development. The East
Lodge (Fig. ), straddling the road from Hastings in
the form of an archway, made it clear that the visitor
was entering a different town: not a part of Hastings
and certainly not its suburb. An odd lop-sided
building with arch cut into a pediment, its final
removal in  was a material expression of a legal
reality which had existed since when St Leonards
became merely a part of the Borough of Hastings.

From the north, the main entrance to the town in
the early years was through North Lodge, which
acted originally as a tollgate, as well as providing
substantial dwellings on either side. Crenellated and
asymmetrical, it is very much in the style of the lodge
at Blaise Castle near Bristol, possibly designed by
John Nash. 

Entering St Leonards by coach from London
presented an attractive picture of the gardens
immediately below which, in the early years,
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Fig. . The view which greeted visitors from London entering through the North Lodge in . 
By kind permission of the Hastings Museum and Art Gallery.



Sir John Summerson’s post-Waterloo society when
‘an aristocratic society with bourgeois leanings had
become a bourgeois society with aristocratic
yearnings.’

W H O D E S I G N E D T H E B U R T O N S ’
S T L E O N A R D S ?

There is considerable uncertainty about the
authorship of the buildings of St Leonards.Many
of the original documents are missing, and to attempt
an answer we must consider the different character,
motivation, education and social context of James
Burton and his son. By , father and son were at
opposite ends of the building spectrum. The father,
who trained as a surveyor, built for profit. The son,
educated as an architect, designed for clients. His
buildings amply fulfilled the triple Vitruvian principles
of firmitas, utilitas and venustas – firmness,
commodity and delight. His father, on the other
hand, was an astute, ambitious, honest – but pushy –
builder-developer who was capable of jettisoning
both firmness and delight for profit.He designed
some buildings, such as the Russell Assembly Rooms
(later Russell Institution) in , which were
criticized both for their aesthetics and their flimsy
construction.The son, on the other hand, was
reticent, and was considered a perfect gentleman
who, although aided by the fortune and powerful
contacts of his father, earned commissions on the
basis of architectural merit.Not only this, but he
used the latest of techniques with cast and wrought
iron to ensure firmitas.We can be reasonably sure
that, unlike some of those of his father, none of
Decimus Burton’s buildings fell down.

From an early age, Decimus Burton showed
himself to be a master of the Neo-classical style and
an architect of grace and distinction. Aged seventeen,
he had already designed the family’s Regent’s Park
house, The Holme (Fig. ) and its setting, which
still exists (though altered) today. It has been

which enclosure and intimacy contrast abruptly with
long views to the sea’.The setting itself is an
adaptation of a Georgian landscaped park, complete
with ‘follies’ in the form of villas – notably the Clock
House which looks like a church – a lake, winding
walks, entrance lodges and carefully designed semi-
private gardens, so that each occupant could look out
of his own villa over the gardens as if they were his
own, as at Regent’s Park, where ‘Each terrace of houses
appears to be a palace; each villa, a country seat.’

Both Burtons were steeped in the traditions of
the eighteenth century, where considerations of
landscape often came first. It was not uncommon
for landscape gardeners, from Lancelot ‘Capability’
Brown to Humphry Repton, to suggest the type or
style of house best suited a particular site. In the early
nineteenth century, there was a strong suggestion
that both professions could be combined, as they
were at St Leonards. Sir John Soane, whose lectures
Decimus Burton attended, proposed that it should
become ‘a necessary part of an architect’s education
that he should be well acquainted with the principles
of modern decorative landscape gardening.’ So
here we have the happy conjunction of the two
professions producing a late Georgian version of a
gentleman’s estate for the middle classes, shared by
several different dwellings, rather than for a single
aristocrat. St Leonards is a material expression of
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Fig. . The Holme, seen from across the lake 
in Regent’s Park, in . By kind permission of the

Hastings Museum and Art Gallery.



an intellectual and professional gulf – a virtual
emotional chasm – must have existed between father
and son. (Figs. & ) It is hardly surprising that
the younger Burton, whose reputation had by now
so far outstripped that of his father, reportedly took
no interest in the paternal seaside venture. But the
story is not as simple as that. In , Decimus
Burton was based in London in his recently completed
office at No. Spring Gardens.While it has been
claimed he disappeared to Tunbridge Wells to
design Calverley New Town as soon as his father
went to St Leonards, in , recently discovered
documents show that he was not fully involved in
designing the Calverley New Town and the park at
Tunbridge Wells until the following year, .

Indeed, he maintained an office in London until his
retirement in .

By the early twentieth-century, Decimus Burton’s
reputation had eclipsed his father’s. The first
attempt at a biography, in , states that ‘in 

he began the laying out of St Leonards-on-Sea’
(my italics), though the author went on to mention,

described as ‘One of the most romantic set-pieces in
London’, despite being incorrectly identified as
earning the disapproval of the Commissioners of
Woods and Forests. By  he had ‘given the
designs’ for the first two terraces in Regent’s Park –
Cornwall Terrace, which ‘set the pattern for much of
the future development’, and Clarence Terrace.
He was also involved in most of the early villas of the
park.Having left his father’s office in , he
went on to create some of the most familiar buildings
of George IV’s ‘metropolitan improvements’, from
Hyde Park Corner to the Athenaeum. 

As a founder member of the Institute of Architects
(later the RIBA) in ,Decimus Burton
represented a future Victorian generation which
would place great value on firmitas, would deride
stucco and flimsiness of construction and would
firmly separate the practice of architecture from the
business of building. His letters to a client in Kent
from  to , complete with specification,
demonstrate that he was practising much in the same
way as a twentieth-century architect. So, by ,
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Fig. . James Burton in later years. By kind permission of
the Hastings Museum and Art Gallery.

Fig. . Decimus Burton, portrait dated . By kind
permission of the Hastings Museum and Art Gallery.



historic and legal sources shows that, although James
Burton was without doubt the original driving force
and the creator, the project gradually became a
family affair. As for the work of Decimus Burton, the
quality of some of the early designs, such as those for
Crown House and the Assembly Rooms, suggests
his authorship. Their direct, simple, yet original
Neo-classicism echoes his earlier London works,
from his temple- like entrance lodges to Hyde Park
to the elegant portico of the Athenaeum.

However, the seven watercolours of St Leonards
in the collection of Hastings Museum are, with three
exceptions, signed by the initials JB (James Burton).

Of the three paintings without initials, however, one
is of the Assembly Rooms (Fig. ), another of South
Lodge and a third of ‘The West Terraces’. The first
has been described as a ‘prostyle tetrastyle Doric
temple with flanking one storey wings’ whose
outstanding characteristic is that of ‘two masses
interpenetrating transversely’, and has been
compared to some of Decimus Burton’s Hyde Park
Lodges.The bold interpenetrating geometric
shapes of the original design also have something of
the quality of Ledoux’s ‘naked geometry’. In
South Lodge (Fig. ) there are echoes of Decimus
Burton’s The Holme. As for the West Terrace,
which was not built exactly to plan, there are hints of
Decimus Burton’s Regent’s Park terraces.

en passant, that this was ‘one of his father’s latest
building enterprises. An attempt was made in the
s to rescue James Burton from oblivion with a
thesis and an article by Peter Clarke.  In the s
J. Manwaring Baines, the Curator of Hastings
Museum, collected information from civic records
and local newspaper reports to produce the only
reliable publication from sources then available.
After commenting that ‘For some strange reason little
has appeared in print about James Burton’, he flatly
stated that he ‘single-handedly founded the little
town of St Leonards in ,’ and tended to
attribute both the layout and the buildings to him.
However, subsequent research into contextual
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Fig. . The Assembly Rooms,
engraving after James Burton’s
watercolour. By kind permission
of the Hastings Museum and
Art Gallery.

Fig. . The South Lodge, with Maze Hill Gothic
terraces beyond. Burtons’ St Leonards Society. 



‘My father is full of his new Speculation’, he
commented in a letter to George Bellas Greenough a
few days before the laying of the foundation stone of
St Leonards, ‘which we all regret, on his account …
because it must, notwithstanding his asserting that it
shall not, it must be the cause of anxiety and trouble to
him … & he forgets that his spirit (which thank God
is excellent) outruns his strength.’

Whatever the feelings of James Burton’s six sons
and four daughters, St Leonards became a family
affair right from the beginning, Decimus almost
certainly sending down plans from London, Septimus
undertaking all the legal work in Lincoln’s Inn,and
Alfred studying architecture in his brother’s office,
later becoming an associate of the then Institute of
British Architects, and moving to St Leonards by

Another view which includes Crown House
(West Villa) is indeed initialed JB, but it makes the
house into an ancillary feature, pushing it to one side
and almost off the page. (Fig. ) The later
engraved versions of the watercolours all contained
the initials JB. Why should a father put himself
forward as the creator of his son’s work?

Conflict, however obscured and concealed behind
family loyalty, may have existed between father and
son ever since the elder Burton compromised his
son’s work in Regent’s Park. Also, could there have
been filial embarrassment at Nash’s complaints of the
elder Burton’s poor taste?Despite this, it is highly
likely that Decimus Burton loyally supervised the
design and shipment of pre-fabricated sections for
Crown House and sent down drawings from London:
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Fig. . Engraving after James Burton’s watercolour described as ‘The West Villa and adjoining houses on the Marina’.
This first all-important villa, later known as Crown House, (Fig. ) is pushed to one side. It later housed the young
Princess Victoria, and was almost certainly designed by Decimus Burton. It is interesting that, whereas the villa 

was built exactly as depicted, the large terraces were considerably reduced in scale and simplified. 
By kind permission of the Hastings Museum and Art Gallery.



moving spirit behind a complete little new town.
(Fig. ) He ensured its swift building by instituting
a kind of competition between contractors as to who
could complete first and by supervising on the
spot.He ensured its fashionable appeal on the
basis of charm and cleanliness and above all, with the
assistance of his son, Decimus, he achieved the
ultimate Royal benediction by the visit of the future
Queen Victoria, three years before his death, which
occurred in the same year as her accession in .
For once, James Burton had built, not for profit, but
for delight. This master builder of late Georgian
London poured the family fortune and the skills of
forty years of experience in town and landscape
development into his final venture, which was later
added to by his family, under the aegis of his more
famous son. It endures today as a place of
considerable charm and a lesson in superb
landscape-led architecture.

. After his father’s death, Alfred managed the
Burton estate in situ, even becoming Mayor of
Hastings in . By the s, St Leonards had
become the main home for several members of the
family. Apart from Alfred there were the Woods in
North Lodge, the eldest son, William, in South
Lodge and the eldest daughter, Eliza, in a cottage on
West Hill. Later, there was Decimus himself who,
after his father’s death, built himself a weekend
cottage. Friends of the family also bought and leased
out houses. In the s Decimus Burton was acting
for his own family estate, much as John Nash had
done for the Commissioners of Woods and Forests
in Regent Street and Regent’s Park. Like Nash, he
almost certainly had the final say over designs, many
of which may have been done by others.

Despite the problems of uncertain attribution,
there is no doubt that in the nine years between 

and , the elderly Burton was the creator, the
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Fig. . Bird’s eye view from the south, c.. By kind permission of the Hastings Museum and Art Gallery.
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