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• The exhibition Garden Open 
Today! 300 Years of Garden Visiting 
(24 April – 24 June 2012) is about the 
development of a particularly British 
passion. This journal adds the voices 
of some well-known figures in the 
garden world to the many that have 
told us about the love of wandering 
across a lawn that is not your own.

Nearly all of the contributors are known for their own gar-
dens or garden design, but this compilation focuses on other 
places that have taken their breath away. While researching 
the exhibition and journal I came across so many wonderful 
existing accounts of garden visits that I decided to combine 
words already published elsewhere with some new writing. 
The result is almost an anthology of poetry to visiting gar-
dens; praise and affection for the National Gardens Scheme, 
who have collaborated on the exhibition and made such good 
use of our horticultural curiosity, is peppered throughout.

The well-worn paths of great garden-visiting destina-
tions are ‘walked’ by writers from Daniel Defoe in the early 
18th century to Vita Sackville-West in the 20th century. The 
impact of the popularity of Chatsworth and Sissinghurst is 
also described; a reminder of the way a place is altered by 
ever-escalating interest. In contrast, Beth Chatto and Sarah 

Introduction

Price give us glimpses into private worlds that have had a 
profound impact upon the way each of these extraordinary 
women has set about making gardens. These descriptions 
are all the more enthralling because most of us will never get 
to go to these places: our visitors’ nosiness is thwarted, but 
they still allow us a little taste. 

The evocative details of the descriptions by Dan Pear-
son and Tom Stuart-Smith are a reminder that no garden 
designer works in a vacuum; reading their accounts is like 
listening in on a conversation between their work and the 
places that helped form their ideas. In the same vein, Tania 
Compton takes us out of England’s gardens and around the 
European haunts that have made her heart pound. In every 
case the effect of visits made early in adult life, by budding 
gardeners thirsty to learn, is almost palpable.

Helen Dillon and Adam Nicolson’s words come from ‘in-
side the house’, a reminder of the experience of the garden 
owner on both a small and large scale. 
We are gently reminded that visitors 
can take something away from a garden 
(literally in Dillon’s account). Luckily, 
in most cases, what visitors take away is 
new ideas, knowledge and memories of 
a very nice day out.

Thank you to all of the contribu-
tors for their words and pictures, new 
and old. If still in print, the books from 
which the previously published ex-
tracts have been taken are available to 
buy in the Garden Museum shop.•

Dominique 
Heyse-Moore
Curator
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Upon the top of that mountain begins a vast extended 
moor or waste, which, for fifteen or sixteen miles together 
due north, presents you with neither hedge, house or tree, 
but a waste and howling wilderness, over which when stran-
gers travel, they are obliged to take guides, or it would be 
next to impossible not to lose their way.

Nothing can be more surprising of its kind, than for a 
stranger coming from the north, suppose from Sheffield in 
Yorkshire, for that is the first town of note, and wandering 
or labouring to pass this difficult desert country, and see-
ing no end of it, and almost discouraged and beaten out 
with the fatigue of it, (just such was our case) on a sudden 
the guide brings him to this precipice, where he looks down 
from a frightful height, and a comfortless, barren, and, as he 
thought, endless moor, into the most delightful valley, with 
the most pleasant garden, and most beautiful palace in the 
world. If contraries illustrate, and the place can admit of any 
illustration, it must needs add to the splendour of the situa-
tion, and to the beauty of the building, and I must say (with 
which I will close my short observation) if there is any won-
der in Chatsworth, it is, that any man who had a genius suita-
ble to so magnificent a design, who could lay out the plan for 
such a house, and had a fund to support the charge, would 
build it in such a place where the mountains insult the 
clouds, intercept the sun, and would threaten, were earth-
quakes frequent here, to bury the very towns, much more the 
house, in their ruins.

On the top of the mountain, that is 
to say, on the plain which extends from 
it, is a large pond or basin for water, 
spreading, as I was told, near thirty 
acres of ground, which, from all the as-
cents round it, receives, as into a cis-
tern, all the water that falls, and from 
which again by pipes, the cascades, wa-
terworks, ponds, and canals in the gar-
dens, are plentifully supplied.

But I must dwell no longer here, 
however pleasant and agreeable the 
place.•

• The sashes of the second story 
we were told are seventeen foot high, 
the plates polished looking-glass, 
and the woodwork double gilded; 
which, I think, is no where else to 
be seen in England. Under this front 
lie the gardens exquisitely fine, and, 
to make a clear vista or prospect be-
yond into the flat country, towards 
Hardwick, another seat of the same 
owner, the Duke, to whom what oth-
ers thought impossible, was not only 
made practicable, but easy, removed, 
and perfectly carried away a great 
mountain that stood in the way, and 
which interrupted the prospect.

This was so entirely gone, that, 
having taken a strict view of the gar-
dens at my first being there, and re-
taining an idea of them in my mind, I was perfectly con-
founded at coming there a second time, and not knowing 
what had been done; for I had lost the hill, and found a new 
country in view, which Chatsworth it self had never seen be-
fore… First, ‘tis to be observed that on the east side rises a 
very high mountain, on the top of which they dig mill-stones, 
and it begins so close to, and so overlooks the house, being 
prodigiously high that, should they roll down a pair of those 
stones coupled with a wooden axis, as is the way of draw-
ing them, they would infallibly give a shock to the building; 
yet this mountain is so planted, and so covered with a wood 
of beautiful trees, that you see no hill, only a rising wood, 
as if the trees grew so much higher than one another, and 
was only a wall of trees, whose tops join into one another so 
close, as nothing is seen through them.

Changing visitors 
to Chatsworth:
from Daniel Defoe 
to Victorian 
holiday-makers

Daniel Defoe, 
‘Letter 8’, A Tour 
Through the 
Whole Island of 
Great Britain, 
1720s
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• The park and grounds were swarming with holiday-mak-
ers, for it was one of England’s great holidays, Whit-Mon-
day. Here were little pale-faced men and women from the 
cotton factories of Manchester, dark denizens of the Staf-
fordshire potteries, and the sharp active-looking mechanics 
of Leeds, Bradford, and Halifax, all brought hither in special 
trains, and, in the full heyday of an English holiday, rushing 
through the gorgeously-fitted-up rooms of the ducal man-
sion – admiring the conservatories, rockeries and fountains, 

or, stretched at full length, discuss-
ing their commissariat under the cool 
shade of oak, elm, and beech trees.•

The Gardener, 
September 1867

• It was not a conventionally de-
signed garden with carefully selected 
groups of trees and shrubs leading 
the eye to some premeditated fea-
ture or walk. There were surpris-
ingly few trees or shrubs. Before Ce-
dric’s time it was probably a kitchen 
garden, surrounded by still sound 
brick walls, the enclosed area di-
vided into rectangles by straight and 

narrow paths. Low box hedges had been planted along the 
path edges. Some years later I was pleased to see these dis-
appear and better use made of the space and time required 
to keep box in good condition. A few ancient fruit trees were 
dotted around. Among them a tall cherry made the princi-
pal feature, wreathed with ropes of wisteria but sadly it all 
collapsed one night in a wild storm. 
The other remarkable feature was a 
vast, spreading medlar (Mespilus ger-
manica) whose umbrella-like head cov-
ered a wide area, valued by Cedric for 
those precious plants requiring shade 
and shelter from the drying winds.

Dotted here and there were pil-
lars of old-fashioned roses and several 
huge clumps of sword-leafed Yucca 
gloriosa. The rest was a bewildering, 
mind-stretching, eye-widening canvas 
of colour, textures and shapes, created 
primarily with bulbous and herbaceous 
plants. Later I came to realize it was 

Beth Chatto’s 
first inspiring visit 
to the garden of 
her friend, Cedric 
Morris

Beth Chatto,  
‘Sir Cedric 
Morris, Artist-
Gardener’, 
Hortus: A 
Gardening 
Journal. No.1 
Spring 1987

Illustrated London News, 1844
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Cedric Morris, The Garden at Benton End, 1940–1 (Private collection)

probably the finest collection of such plants in the county. 
But that first afternoon there were far too many unknown 
plants for me to see, let alone recognise. You may look, but 
you will not see, without knowledge to direct your mind. As 
you become familiar with more plants and plant families your 
eye will pick out the unfamiliar ones and so add to your pleas-
ure and knowledge. Walking behind the three men, prick-
ing up my ears (I recognized perhaps one Latin name in ten) I 
felt like a child in a sweet shop, wanting everything I saw. Ec-
static, I knew I must grow such plants in my own garden.•

• In a recent article I referred 
briefly to the fact that many pri-
vately-owned gardens are now reg-
ularly thrown open to the public, 
and as this remark appears to have 
aroused some interest, I thought I 
might take this opportunity of ampli-
fying it. I made it in a desire to urge 
keen gardeners to see as many gar-
dens as possible, for the sake of the 
practical hints they might pick up 
there, apart from the pleasure they 
might gain. Nothing could be more 
useful to the amateur gardener than 
to observe other people’s ideas, other 
people’s successes, and other peo-
ple’s failures. At flower shows, such 
as the Chelsea Show, one knows that 
every plant has been specially grown, 
richly fed, and luxuriously prepared 
for the great moment, thus arousing 
our suspicion that its grower has sat 
up with it night after night, holding 
an umbrella over it when too heavy a 

thunder-shower threatened its petals; ready with a hot-water 
bottle lest a late frost should come with a cold breath; and 
in many ways cosseting it for the supreme peak of its life 
when it must be exposed to the gaze of the King and Queen 
and all the Royal Family at a morning preview, and then to 
the expert criticism of Fellows of the Royal Horticultural So-
ciety during the afternoon. A plant in a garden is different 
from this: it has had to take its chance. It has been ordinar-

Vita Sackville-
West & Adam 
Nicolson: 
Generations of 
garden visiting
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Vita Sackville-
West, 15 June, 
1947, Let Us Now 
Praise Famous 
Gardens, Penguin 
Group Ltd, 
London: 2009, 
pp.43–5

cincts with such romantic names as Hutton John, Heronden 
Eastry, Nether Lypiatt, Bevington Lordship, St John Jerusa-
lem, Castle Drogo, The House in the Wood, or Flower Lil-
ies? All poetry is there, suggestive and evocative. One could 
go and sit in those gardens on a summer evening, and im-
agine what one’s own garden (and one’s life) might be. And 
again, who could fail to respond to the magic of an invitation 
to ‘Magna Carta Island, until dusk,’ or to a garden mysteri-
ously named The Isle of Thorns?

Nor is this all. At Tinker’s Corner, for instance, you are of-
fered tea and music; Bickleigh Castle provides flood-lighting 
and a moated Saxon chapel, modestly adding ‘romantic in-
terest’, which one can well believe. Little Whyley Hall some 
what startlingly tenders not only cups of tea but big-game 
herds. You can see Shelley’s birthplace 
and Rudyard Kipling’s house. You will 
be given ‘strawberries if ripe’ at Kemp-
sons in June. At Old Westwell you can 
see fur rabbits; peach blossom, topi-
ary, and rare shrubs are elsewhere sug-
gested for your enjoyment. And if you 
like to see how Royalty lives, you can 
go to Sandringham on any Wednesday 
during June, July, and September.

These are no more than random 
pickings out of an immense bran-pie. 
Anyone who wants the complete list 
can get it from the Organizing Sec-
retary, National Gardens Scheme, 57 
Lower Belgrave Street, SW1, telephone 
Sloane 9948. You pay a shilling en-
trance fee, and all benefit goes to the 
Queen’s Institute of District Nursing. 
(Note: I should add that since this ar-
ticle appeared, the Queen’s Institute 
has come to an arrangement with the 
National Trust, by which a percentage 
of the takings are given to the National 
Trust towards the cost of such gardens 
as are the property of the Trust.)•

ily grown. It has suffered from our common climate even as 
we all have to suffer. Seeing it grow in somebody else’s gar-
den, we can assess its normal performance; we can then de-
cide whether we ourselves like it and whether we dare to at-
tempt it or not.

These gardens now open to our wandering inspection are 
widespread and various. They range over all the counties of 
England, Scotland, and Wales. I have been looking through 
the England and Wales list, which runs so generously into 
seventy pages. What enticements are therein offered! Who 
could resist the desire to penetrate without delay into pre-

Edwin Smith, Vita Sackville-West’s boots, Sissinghurst Castle, 1962 

(RIBA Library Photographs Collection)
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• Sissinghurst had been open to the 
public since the late 1930s, and for us 
the visitors had always been as much 
part of the place as customers in a 
shop. A Sissinghurst without visitors 
would have felt odd and incomplete, 
as if a play were being performed to 
an empty house. But in the 1960s and 
1970s, as Sissinghurst became more 
famous, the ever-growing numbers of 
visitors had to be accommodated in 
new ways. So the hops went, as their 
market collapsed, and the hop gardens 
were taken out. The oast houses went 
silent, to become first a tea room and 
then an exhibition space. The black tin 
hop-pickers’ sheds, whose pale, light 
blue interiors were like the miniature 
parlours of London houses, were de-
molished. The orchards were grubbed 
up and grants were given to bring that 
about. I still remember the lopped 
branches of the trees lying on the au-
tumn grass and the stubs of the trunks 
standing there in their orderly rows 
like an abandoned cemetery. The cat-

tle went and then the farmhands. The tractors went: there 
was no more of that familiar open-throttle chucking of the 
tractor through the gap between the pig shed and the gar-
den fence. Then the pigs went and their place became a se-
ries of carports of which my father was particularly proud. 
The Jacob sheep’s foot rot became worse than ever and they 
went. The chickens went. The hay was no longer stored in 
the brick barn and the old Dutch barn outside it was demol-
ished. The woodshed and the pig shed became a shop. The 
old granary, where the wood of the partitions was worn by 
the heavy usage of filled sacks, men and labour over three 
hundred years, so that the wood inside looked as if it had 
come from the groynes on a beach: all that was taken out and 
converted into part of ‘The Granary Restaurant’.

Jack Copper died, his garage was taken down and a 
smooth mown piece of grass with elegant parkland trees 
replaced it as though a slice of an American campus had 
taken up residence in the farmyard. My father had the rough, 
shed-like buildings removed from around the perfect arch 
of the sixteenth-century barn. The thorn trees and most of 
the elders that grew next to the oasts were removed, so that 
their uninterrupted forms could be seen clearly, out and in 
the open. The cart shed became a ticket office, the dairy and 
bullpen a coffee shop and plant shop. The stony track was 
tarred and smoothed. Neatness, efficiency, modern systems 
and a certain absence and emptiness replaced what had 
been the lifeblood of a lived place.•

Carol, Barry & Prue, Sissinghurst, 1978 (Herry Lawford)

Adam Nicolson
Sissinghurst: 
An Unfinished 
History, Harper 
Collins, London: 
2008, pp.27–8
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• During a Nancy Mitford mo-
ment as a twenty year old living in 
Paris I read of Louis XIV’s jealousy 
of a house and garden called Vaux le  
Vicomte. His envy was so consum-
ing that in a toys out of the pram mo-
ment he ordered the owner to be cap-
tured and imprisoned by d’Artagnan 
and his musketeers, just so he, the 
Sun King, could have it all to himself. 
I then learn a family called Voguë are 
living there. Cool radar alert. Sud-
denly the previously rejected Amer-
ican boy, with a car, gets called up on a Saturday morning. 
The shallow habitué of boîtes de nuit had her life saved not by 
a DJ… but a garden. 

Not since the ghost train on Brighton Pier had the ele-
ment of surprise been felt so keenly than on that first syn-
apse popping visit to Vaux le Vicomte. I was going around a 
garden, how come the adrenaline rush and dopamine surge? 
A coup de foudre with Le Nôtre, a landscape architect dead 
since 1700, had not been predicted as part of my life plan.

From the Cour d’Honneur to the Farnese Hercules tread-
ing the paths of Vaux le Vicomte is like meandering through 
the workings of a resolved equation in pure mathematics. 
The underlying symmetry that pervades the garden’s pattern 
and structure, proportion and perspective creates a deep 
sense of harmony. Views lengthen and shorten, you go from 
light to shade, from wood to water, hard to soft. You know 
you are being manipulated and although you occasionally 
question how such artifice could be so appealing by the end 
you want to give it a standing ovation.

Return visits did not disappoint. Dior hired Vaux le Vi-
comte for the candlelit launch of their evil smelling perfume, 

Tania Compton’s 
garden travels

Poison. Fireworks worthy of the Sun King and a sensational 
DJ, oh, what a night! Then in August 2003 on the day when 
people were dying of heat in the Paris metro I was leading my 
children hop-scotching across roof rafters hot as towel rails 
to get a birds eye view over the garden. They made it to the 
Farnese Hercules for the view in reverse via paddling in the 
stream that feeds the waterworks. A happy family day… visit-
ing a garden!

Fate really has lead me up the garden-visiting path. On 
a teenage French exchange the Turkish tent at Chateau de 
Groussay became a spectacular smoking den. The Alhambra 
was a place of extreme peace during a tumultuous break up. 
Showing an interest in the differences between Sequoia sem-
pervirens and Sequoiadendron giganteum on a first date at 
Kew turned into 22 years of marriage. So many of the happi-
est days of my life spin into a glorious garden-visiting web. 
Being woken by a nightingale singing in the cypress tree out-
side our window in the Foresteria at Ninfa. Parting the cur-
tains to see an early morning mist over the East Garden at 
Hatfield in June. Visiting Santas candlelit grotto with awe-
struck children at Painshill and collecting autumn leaves 

Vaux le Vicomte (Jürgen Mangelsdorf)
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for pressing with them at Stourhead. Punchdrunk perform-
ing Midsummer Night’s Dream as immersive theatre in Arne 
Maynard’s Lincolnshire Garden. 

 That string of high octane moments are the garden vis-
iting equivalents of Callas as Mimi at La Scala. I am just as 
happy in the soap opera that is our garden. I visit it daily, 
when at home, sometimes with a repeat in the evening and 
often for an omnibus edition at weekends. By day I am en-
gaged in looks, effects and details. Jobs to do. Jobs not 

done. But at night when it is just me, 
the tawny owl and the moon it is sud-
denly blemish free. It looks and feels 
and smells so damn good I wish every-
body could see it then. And there is al-
ways the slightly edgy anticipation that 
the deer who treat us as their local PYO 
and I will have a stand off playing who 
dares move first. Both hearts pound-
ing. Garden visiting may not be an ex-
treme sport but it can have life chang-
ing consequences.•

• Rousham is restful, spacious, 
timeworn and beautifully paced and 
whatever season you visit, the garden 
always reveals something afresh…

Peacocks and tufted bantams run 
free at the entrance. There is a hand-
written sign indicating that children 
are not allowed but picnics are. You 
pay at an unmanned ticket machine 
and proceed from the stable block 
where you have deposited your car as 
you would have done your horse in 
the eighteenth century. A monolithic 
hedge, which is like a building itself, 

separates you from an oval lawn with steps up to the ungar-
landed formal front of the house. A window opens up in the 
limes to reveal the drive down which you came and you move 
on around the corner of the house as if you are sneaking 
about, or trespassing. This is where the ha-ha comes closest 
and you pass by a tiny conservatory, which is the only conces-
sion to gardening in this first chapter of the story.

As you swing around to the north, a formal lawn is 
dropped slightly below a mossy gravel apron from which the 
façade of the house rises without hesitation. The views out 
and over the land below introduce you to the connection with 
the landscape and, although they set the scene for the infor-
mality beyond, the lawns in front of you are the most formal 
element that you are to experience. The 
ground in front of the house is spare. 
There are no borders, the building 
meets gravel. The gravel is mossy in the 
shade and crunchy out in the sun where 
it moves away to frame the formal lawn.

A monumental, matt yew hedge 
with the occasional flash of light-re-
flecting holly lies to the side. It bears its 
age in its billowing forms and is dark 
and heavy. A junction, like a joint in a 
limb has within it a tiny hole that is the 
size of a door but dwarfed by the vol-

Visiting Rousham

Dan Pearson, 
Spirit, Murray 
& Sorrell FUEL, 
London: 2009, 
pp.42–8

Tania Compton, 
2012

Vaux le Vicomte (Jürgen Mangelsdorf)
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Back out on the ordered lawns, you are drawn to the for-
mality of a statue that stands at the catslide of land at the 
end of the upper terrace of lawn. But here your eye refocuses 
to take in the ferme ornée and with that you leave the formal-

The Ha-ha walk

ume around it. You are drawn to the break of light to glimpse 
the walled garden beyond. This is dramatic separation, a play 
of scale that pushes you to explore the world beyond it. Inside 
the hedge and twisted over time, a network of branches sup-
ports the outer skin of greenery and it takes a while for your 
eye to register the extent of the inner cavity moving away into 
a tunnel of darkness.

The walled gardens, which sit privately behind the vol-
ume of the hedge, are vast and only partly gardened. There 
are two areas and the smaller of the two is where most of the 
produce is grown today. The walls are made from brick, in 
pattern, and overlaid by centuries of lichen. The well in the 
grass is positioned for practicality by the door between the 
two enclosures and the stone surround to a doorway is flared 
at the height of a wheelbarrow. You wonder if it was built 
like this or has it been worn away? The paths, that lead from 
the doors in the wall, lay out a formal system of easy-to-ac-
cess routes but they have crept over time so that they are no 
longer straight or in the original alignment. Being out of true 
is half their charm…

Front facade of the house 

Aged fruit trees in the Walled Garden
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from within the building, you realise that it is orientated to 
frame the view of the water meadows and the river below. 
This view forms a more intimate meeting with the river as 
you are nestled into the hill and the yews to either side frame 
the water beneath you. The pace changes again as you are en-
ticed down the slope along lines that are drawn into the soft 
turf-like chalk marks on a plan. These paths are again sin-
gle-file narrow and seem to lead you towards a formal arch-
way in the trees where Apollo is framed against the light. But 
the path leads you down and away, into the trees alongside 
the river. This is a garden that beckons you very gently. There 
is no pressure to be direct, the paths are a gentle accompani-
ment that are equivalent of being lead by the elbow. The river 
slips silently by. It is profoundly silent and separates the gar-
den from the borrowed view…

ity behind. If you are not already facing the landscape, the 
paths manipulate you so that you turn your back on the gran-
deur of the lawns. The paths are narrow and immediately 
naturalistic and you are encouraged to walk alone or in sin-
gle file. Here the path divides: one route funnels down into 
the darkness of the shrubbery, the other takes the walk along 
the ridge to take in the pastoral views over the ha-ha. Al-
though it is said that Kent had his own predetermined route 
of the gardens, I have not decided which I prefer. It is good to 
have choice as the chapters are unravelled quite differently 
depending upon your decision.

If you plunge into the darkness of the yews and the car-
pet of inky ivy that leads you down the hillside, it comes as a 
surprise to swing into the light again and find the formality 
of the belvedere. It is framed by large, neoclassical urns and, 

The Vale of Venus

Statue of Apollo by William Townsend
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The rill emerges in a gap in the trees to the left. It is su-
premely minimal, like a rivulet in a wood but drawn, like a 
pencil line into this landscape. The silver of water snakes 
away and draws you into the trees. It is completely modern 
and timeless. Dark yews cast shadows so that the water in 
the rill glimmers as it picks up the light. The water is green 
under the canopy but silver where it emerges into the open 
and you follow it as it murmurs towards a break in the cover. 
Emerald green laurel lightens the mood around a bath-
ing pool where the water slows and is held still before mov-
ing on. It is completely enticing and you want to strip and 
plunge to feel the water on your skin. The octagonal form is 
unexpected and it formalises the clearing for a moment. You 
move on into darkness again as the path snakes through the 
arc of foliage that frames the walkway.

You can never see the whole rill at once. The silence is 
only broken when you emerge into light and the rill drops 
into the still of the lily pond. This is the first sound of run-
ning water, a contrast to the silence of the river, and an echo 
is held in the bowl of the hill in which the lily pond is settled. 
The lily pond is held in the slope. Square but round edged. 
Cushioned by banks. The water is reflective out of season. 
There is the luxury of water lilies in the growing months.

You rest here to take in the soft depression at the head of 
the little valley. Your walk unfolds in your mind’s eye whilst 
you ponder whether you want to make your way back into the 
real world.•

The start of the rill

The pond in the Vale of Venus
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Visiting now, it feels altogether smaller (how often is this 
the case when we revisit places from our childhood!) It also 
feels emptier, as relatives have died or become too infirm to 
visit. Once a garden that flowed with a beautiful unity, it is 
now divided into separate, awkward plots. Yet I can easily re-
call those childhood days spent running, playing, misbehav-
ing with my siblings and cousins: adding to the spirit of the 
place. And in spite of all that has changed with the passage 
of time, the cyclamen and crocus still flower in huge, expand-
ing drifts under the oak tree on the right of the picture.•

• This is an old photograph from 
the late nineteenth century, show-
ing the garden and its original owner 
through the soft romantic focus of a 
Victorian lens. The gardeners have 
allowed what appears to be meadow to grow loosely around 
rhododendrons. I like the ferns, with their distinct shuttle-
cock form. The steps up suggest a mysterious other place 
just out of shot. 

This was my grandparents’ garden and I have visited it 
throughout my life. For us children it was an irresistibly en-
chanting place for adventures: a triangular shaped kitchen 
garden with a glasshouse full of tiny adiantum ferns and the 
smell of geraniums, peaches and fermented grapes in late 
September; a dark ‘dog’ house full of clutter, with a dusty 
old ship’s bell to ring; beehives in a secret, overgrown gar-
den that was accessible only by a tunnel under the lane; a 

fast flowing stream that you could (al-
most) jump over in one, and that led 
the brave through two dark tunnels to 
emerge into a field of ponies; rhodo-
dendrons to climb; an ancient med-
lar held together by a great steel ring 
around its expansive girth; picking 
mulberries mashing them up into 
mulberry ‘wine’. Sometimes our free-
dom was checked: on Yellow Book days 
I was allowed to help make the teas but 
was instructed to stay out of sight.

Garden visits to 
Meryswydden

Sarah Price
2012
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• For my 21st birthday present in 
the spring of 1981, my parents lent 
me their deep blue, Ford fiesta, and 
I drove with my friend, the painter 
Emily Patrick, down to the west 
country where we visited as many 
gardens as it was possible to squeeze 
into a week; from Cothele to Tresco. 

I think in retrospect this marathon was a little extreme 
but for me it was a revelation, as I had never been on a gar-

den binge like this and had not seen 
any English garden more than 100 
miles from London. The Cornish Mag-
nolias were at their peak and were ex-
traordinary. I remember the huge Mag-
nolia campbellii spp. Mollicomata 
leaning over the lawn at Trewithen and 
the fallen petals almost obscuring the 
grass in an outlandish, almost inde-
cent pink sheet; the colour you might 
find covering your bed in a certain sort 
of cheap hotel. It made me want to 

For my 21st 
birthday

laugh and cry at the same time. A few days later I was aston-
ished by the towering Echiums and the succulents at Tresco, 
and again by the vast tree-like rhododendrons at Caerhays, 
that covered what seemed like a whole hillside and which 
could only be seen in flower from the other side of a valley. 

But perhaps what stays with me most is the people.  For 
once in my life I was thoroughly organised about a trip and 
wrote to the various owners asking if we could come and see 
their gardens on such and such a day. For many it was the 
closed season but for almost every private garden we were 
given an appointment, even asked to tea. Lady Amory walked 
us around Knightshayes and insisted that I dig up a clump 

Tom Stuart-
Smith, 2012

(Garden Museum Collection)
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• I mind very much whether or not 
I like somebody. The moment I meet 
them I’m weighing up their charm or 
lack of it and giving them imaginary 
points for this or that. My French sis-
ter-in-law, on the other hand, has an 
attitude totally French: as far as she’s 
concerned, if they’re amusing com-
pany, she couldn’t care less, even if 
they’ve got piggy eyes and spill their 
dinner all down their front.

However, when it comes to gar-
dens one of the joys of visiting is that 
you can have a perfectly lovely time 
in a garden you don’t much like. You 
can eavesdrop on observations about 

plants, such as ‘I’ve got one at home – but mine’s bigger.’ In 
a garden north of London and west of Oxford, I overheard 
the comment ‘Of course she throws money at her garden’ – 
and then, after a long pause, ‘But she 
does it impeccably.’ However flattering 
the afterthought, by then the wasp had 
already stung.

One Sunday two undistinguished 
women arrived here, age indetermi-
nate. They examined the plants in-
tently, studying them leaf by leaf. I was 
gratified by how carefully they wrote 
down the Latin names. Professional 
women, I decided. Respectable. They 
were here for ages; I was flattered that 
they’d found so much of interest. Dur-
ing the afternoon I had dug up a piece 
of a frilly hart’s tongue fern at the end 
of the garden and, much later, I de-

Helen Dillon, 
‘Unsettling 
Remarks’, Helen 
Dillon’s Garden 
Book, Frances 
Lincoln, London: 
2007, p.170

Light/green 
fingered visitors

of Scilla messeniaca – which I still have growing in the gar-
den at home – though sadly it has never increased much. We 
toured the woods at Caerhays guided by the head gardener 
Philip Tregunna, who by then had been head gardener for 24 
of his 40 years in the job and I am sure had better things to 
do for the two hours it took to do the circuit. Everywhere peo-
ple seemed to have time and patience to indulge the igno-
rant but enthusiastic garden ingenue.  

For years after this trip I nurtured fantasies of grow-
ing those towering Magnolias with dinner-plate pink flow-
ers, and camellias of sumptuous depravity in my parent’s 
dry Hertfordhire garden. I imagined that I might find a par-
ticularly moist and sheltered spot where they would think 
they were overlooking the Helford river rather than the M1. 
Of course my dreams remained just that, but the Cornish 
garden fiesta was one of those early gardening experiences 
which got me going. And perhaps it was my first introduction 
to that almost inexplicable generosity that so often goes with 
gardeners and their gardens; the open door, the cup of tea, 
and the desire to share the place; perhaps because it tran-
scends being a mere possession. It has a life of its own.•
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cided I’d go back and water it. As I went up the path, my eye 
caught a flash of white. There were professional women of 
another kind: one was perched (as a lookout, presumably) 
on the edge of the raised bed and the other, head down and 
legs wide apart, was enthusiastically shovelling pieces of my 
plants into a large black plastic bag. I was so annoyed I could 
barely splutter ‘What on earth…’ They seemed surprised I 
had challenged them. It was only then I realized that from 
the beginning their close encounters with my plants had 
been of the predatory kind – they were merely pinpointing 
suitable ‘slips’ for propagation purposes.

Visitors often comment on how much work there is. A 
whispered ‘She doesn’t do it herself, you know’ is no doubt 
comforting to the speaker, but one look at my hands should 
persuade her otherwise. Garden work is the whole point: I 
just love doing it, even staking and sweeping and washing 
pots. The garden is a great outdoor playground in which I 
hugely enjoy myself; it allows my thoughts to get lost in sim-
ple earthly, occupations and to wander off in innocent direc-
tions, such as wondering what to plant where and when or 
whether it’s going to rain.•

Helen Dillon’s garden

Sue Macartney Snape, Stealing Cuttings II, c.2008
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