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Beatrix Potter first fell in love with the Lake District when she visited the 
area on a family holiday as a teenager. The Potters rented Wray Castle 
for the summer and there she met Canon Hardwicke Rawnsley, a local 
clergyman, and they became lifelong friends. 
 
By the time Beatrix moved north following the death of her fiancé 
Norman Warne, Rawnsley had been appointed an honorary Canon of 
Carlisle Cathedral, having turned down the bishopric of Madagascar 
because he felt an overwhelming sense of responsibility to stand against 
the construction of too many new roads, pollution from mining and 
inadequate signing on footpaths in the Lake District.  
He opposed excessive numbers of pubs and the arrival of cinemas 
which he believed promoted sex and violence.  
 

The arrival of mass motoring in the Lakes 
The thought of all this beautiful scenery she had been admiring simply 
vanishing to make way for the arrival of noisy, smelly motor cars broke 
Beatrix's heart and she found herself agreeing vociferously with all of 
Rawnsley’s sensible objections to halt these plans. 
 
Beatrix was hugely sympathetic to the way Rawnsley saw himself as the 
champion of the region, determined to challenge any perceived threat to 
the area’s indigenous beauty. She listened rapt and attentive as he laid 
out his angry arguments against a plethora of new restaurants and 
cinemas - which he felt sure would only show filthy and depraved films – 
which would lure to tourists to the region. To his mind these outsiders 
tended to contribute nothing besides ruining beauty spots with piles of 
litter and unwanted food left behind from their interminable picnics. 
 

Strategic land purchases  
Worse still there were also discussions about further extensions to the 
railway lines, which currently stopped at Windermere, to allow visitors to 
easily reach the more remote locations. More signposts were needed to 
prevent ramblers straying on to private land, but the scheme that 
horrified Beatrix the most when Rawnsley told her was the idea of 
carving into farmland to widen the roads in order to allow a greater flow 
of traffic during busy seasons. 
 



They would spend many long hours discussing how to police the area 
and Rawnsley personally encouraged Beatrix to go out and buy up great 
swathes of farmland, which they could protect for the nation, if she 
bequeathed it to his newly created National Trust charity - created to 
preserve places of outstanding natural beauty.  
 
Beatrix also started to think about what might happen to her own land 
after she was gone. When she had first bought her home Hill Top, she 
wanted to hide away and grieve quietly in her rural retreat. But within a 
few years she owned hundreds of acres of fields and hillsides, several 
other farms, a wood and a quarry, as well as dozens of cottages, and 
she was not stopping there.  
 
Beatrix was purchasing all the land she could with the specific intention 
of passing it on to the Trust, just as Rawnsley himself would have done if 
he had anything like her wealth. She was snapping up as much as she 
could, helped each time by her husband William Heelis who had a long 
standing local reputation as a well respected solicitor, and made the 
sales go through far more smoothly than Beatrix would have done 
without his help. At the time it was rare for a woman to buy property 
without the help of her husband or father. 
 

Tilberthwaite 
William’s local knowledge also helped Beatrix hear of upcoming sales 
she may not have otherwise known about, including a huge estate in 
Tilberthwaite that it transpired had belonged to her great-grandfather 
Abraham Crompton many years earlier. After ensuring it was safely back 
within her family, Beatrix wrote to her friend Caroline Clark: “I should 
have liked to keep it for my lifetime, but on the whole it seemed wiser to 
make a gift of it to The National Trust when they bought the surrounding 
property.” 
 
The new estate became the main focus of Beatrix’s farming work, and 
she also splashed out on one of the first motor cars the village had seen 
to make the winding twelve mile drive from Sawrey up to Troutbeck 
every day. The car was another extravagant purchase but Beatrix saw it 
as a wise investment, since it meant she could reach her land regardless 
of the weather, which was often not in her favour.  
 
Although she would have been a millionaire many times over by today’s 
standards, the only other car she ever bought was for the local district 
nurse, when she realised that women in remote farms were dying in 



childbirth. Beatrix directed the nurse around the area, explaining where 
exactly she was most needed and when, paid her salary, provided a 
cottage for her to live in, as well as her own car, clearly understanding 
this would be the best way to ensure she could make her rounds 
regardless of the often unforgiving Lakeland weather. 

 
Seaplanes on Lake Windermere 
But generally speaking she was vehemently against any new technology 
that threatened the beauty of the Lakes. Beatrix was appalled when she 
discovered that Britain’s first seaplane was to be tested on Lake 
Windermere, shattering the peace for miles around. When the aircraft 
called Waterbird arrived for trials, Beatrix led the storm of protest. “Those 
who want noise go to Blackpool,” she wrote furiously to the Admiralty 
and War Office. “To fly across and over a district is one thing; to fly 
locally and continually up and down a confined valley is quite another. 
The noise of the present machine can be heard from end to end of the 
lake, and it requires a speed of 35 miles per hour to enable it to rise from 
the water. 
 
"If there are five machines next summer, as threatened, the noise and 
danger will be intolerable." She and a group of local ramblers, school 
teachers and recuperating individuals were invited to the aviation ground 
at Hendon in north London to assess the noise, but it did nothing to 
reassure Beatrix. On the contrary, she continued the fight when she 
returned to Hill Top: “I think I may speak as a seasoned judge of noise; I 
am accustomed to sleep soundly, with an open window, fronting a 
constant service of motor service of motor omnibuses. I consider the 
Hendon noise nothing ‘out of the way’ but the Windermere noise is 
intolerable.” 
 
Beatrix would not be happy to learn that only five of the fourteen farms 
that she bequeathed to the National Trust survived intact, most of them 
have been broken up to the fury of those who remember her express 
wishes to have them preserved forever. It's pretty certain what she 
would have told the people driving across her land and through one of 
her remaining farms in convoys of motor vehicles, just for the fun of it - 
she would have asked them to get out and walk. 
 
 
 
 


