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INTRODUCTION
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It always seems extraordinary to me how many gardening books are written, bought, glanced at, and then placed on shelves to remain largely as decoration. There just is not enough time in our lives, even for enthusiasts, to sit down and read half the books we possess. Between us, my husband Andrew and I have shelves full of books, but comparatively few do we consult regularly. This is sad when one thinks of all the time, effort and loneliness that went into writing these books. They sit on our shelves like friends we rarely visit. Yet when I take one down, I seldom fail to read something of interest, something which makes me regretful I do not stay longer and look deeper into that particular author’s mind.

When I was asked to write this book I was intrigued by the possibility of a different approach, but uncertain how far I could feasibly stray beyond the boundaries of the garden.

Two of my books, The Dry Garden and The Damp Garden, have told the story of making our garden from a piece of wasteland. Plant Portraits is a collection of short essays describing some of my favourite plants. A further book on the garden might well have become repetitive, tedious to write as well as to read. But this new approach was to be more personal. How personal? I had no clear idea of the content or form, but felt I was about to step out onto thin ice.

For many years I have kept several diaries. They have evolved from the small diary I used to keep when I first began the nursery. I would often look back into the previous year and be astonished to see we were within a day or so of taking exactly the same cuttings, or alternatively, be reminded that we should already have done something and had not. These simple but useful notes made me realise, as the nursery grew, that we must make daily records of practically everything we did. Now we have a very comprehensive file kept by my head propagator, David Ward, of every process that takes place in the production of more than two thousand different kinds of plants. His propagating team, whether they are preparing and inserting cuttings or are potting seedlings, rooted cuttings or divisions from the field, all make their daily records, ready to be entered into the propagation file. This ensures the year-round routine of propagation, since the records of every plant are there, with many helpful details such as optimum timing, success rate – or failure, and any special comments relating to difficult plants. (There are, of course, other records kept connected with spraying, irrigation, and various technical matters to do with the smooth running of the nursery. These are in the hands of my technician, Keith Page.)

From my original diaries, there developed a personal file containing garden notes. Apart from my having to endure frozen fingers and feet, the keeping of this monthly record is a relatively simple task in winter when there is a limit to the number of flowers or fine foliage plants one can describe, but in March and April there is plenty to write about and by May I am overwhelmed. Each summer month could fill a book and there are far too many other things I must do. However, each year I make time to scribble a few descriptions, either of individual plants or families, or to write about an association or scene in the garden that came together well on a particular occasion. Rarely, if ever, does the exact scene reproduce itself. I have imprinted on my mind some scene where the light and balance of flowers, buds and foliage was memorable, and have never seen it so again.

It would be nice to keep Sundays for writing this garden notebook, but somehow there seem to be very few in the year that are free. Although the gardens are not open on Sundays there are often other commitments – to prepare a talk, write an article, finish a piece of planting that has been interrupted all week, or see my grandchildren. Sometimes I feel like doing nothing at all.

My third notebook is my private diary. In this I record the pleasures and problems that occur from day to day on the nursery and in the garden, together with a record of family events.

Visitors to the garden sometimes ask what training have I had? Why did I decide to make a nursery?

I have had no formal training in horticulture, but from the earliest days of my gardening career I was interested in the propagation of plants, teaching myself to produce plants for the garden from seeds and cuttings. I frequently sought help from books, but found basically that the knowledge of how and when came from constant practice and experience. Now after fifty-five years as a gardener I am still learning, and shall do so to the end of my days.

The nursery began in a very small way. It was registered as ‘Unusual Plants’ in 1967. Like many families before us, and since, we were going through a difficult time. My husband’s health was very poor, our fruit farm had to be sold, leaving us with a few acres of wasteland in a hollow between two farms. It was waste because the soil was too poor for farming: dry stony gravel on the upper, south-facing slope, saturated black silt over clay in the hollow, with a spring-fed ditch running through the lowest level. This constant supply of running water, even during the longest period of drought, had attracted us thirty-seven years ago, to build our home on the warm dry slope above it.

I was originally indebted to Mrs Pamela Underwood for sowing in my mind the thought that I might make a nursery of unusual plants. She was our neighbour when we lived in our first married home, (my mother-in-law’s house) on the outskirts of Colchester. Pamela ran a nursery specialising in pinks and carnations, but was searching for something to take the place of carnations, the market in these being keenly competitive, with flowers coming in from Holland. Our garden collection of grey and silver plants appealed to her, particularly since they reminded her of childhood trips to Italy, where she had seen them wild on the hot hillsides. We were very glad to be able to help with plants and cuttings at the beginning of an enterprise which became well-known throughout the country.

When she decided to start the Colchester Flower Club in 1951 Pamela invited me to join as a founder member. (Colchester was the second such club to be founded, after Mrs Mary Pope had led the way in Dorchester.) Like many other women in those dreary years of shortages and ration books, I was hungry for new contacts and ideas, and found my eyes opened to see plants in a new way, perhaps as a painter must do – so I began to look at plants carefully and critically. I did not swallow all the ways of arranging them, but I went through most of the stages and learnt much that was to prove very useful in the future.

One of the friends I made among the club members was a charming old lady whose husband had travelled widely and collected beautiful objects, especially those from Japan. I admired these beautiful things and coveted her Japanese flower containers (I still have a fragile, but elegant basket she gave to me); best of all perhaps, I soaked up several books she sent me on Japanese flower arranging. These books influenced me in an indirect way, in my approach to garden design, as much as my husband’s teaching on the natural association of plants. I have never had the slightest desire to make a Japanese garden in East Anglia, but I think I absorbed the basic principles of design, of the need to consider outline, scale and harmony, to create overall a sense of simplicity – even though that is not always easy to achieve.

Before long Mrs Underwood decided that I needed to be levered out of my cosy domestic life bringing up two small daughters and enjoying working in the garden. She telephoned to say that she had arranged for me to open a new flower club, to be its first speaker and demonstrator. My legs slowly gave way beneath me as I listened to her filling in the details, considerately omitting to tell me that the lady who was to receive me at this new club had been one of Constance Spry’s best flower arrangers.

In those days I had not properly learned to drive the car. Suddenly I had that and a great deal more to learn. But on this first public occasion and many more to come, the garden saved me. Many of the flowers and leaves I used that day were unfamiliar to most of my audience. All this was more than forty years ago. Many of these plants are widely known today, but it is important to remember that the enthusiasm of women in flower arranging societies did much in their early days to encourage nurserymen to provide unusual plants.

For several years I travelled about the country, lecturing and demonstrating, showing plants from my garden. Many had come from the garden of my old friend Sir Cedric Morris, who, in the ’thirties, had inspired Constance Spry when she visited him, sending her back to London laden with armfuls of seed-heads and many extraordinary flowers and leaves.

With this as my background it is not altogether surprising that I should have considered starting a nursery on my own to sell unusual plants, when I had met so many people who had asked me, ‘Where did you get those lovely plants?’

I began with one girl to help me. Before the farm was wound up I had some help in making frames from railway sleepers, and clearing a small patch of wasteland. Harry Lambert, the youngest of Andrew’s men, asked to join the new venture and has been with us ever since, helping to turn the wilderness into a garden.

Slowly visitors came, introduced primarily through the talks I gave in the surrounding towns and villages.

Then I issued my first catalogue, a simple typewritten affair – but I never thought of keeping one. I should be interested to see it now. In those days I had no idea the nursery and garden would ever become well-known.

There was a long probation period when I learnt that our ability to produce plants must be equal to the demand. Competent propagators cannot be produced overnight, nor assistants experienced to deal with the variety of questions that would be asked. Working closely with the staff in those early days I often heard my phrases floating round the nursery like a long-playing record.

As the garden matured and people came from further afield, there were suggestions for further publicity, even television. But at that time I think it might have destroyed us. We were not prepared to deal with such exposure. We needed the quiet years.

As the nursery grew I had to learn to delegate, to hand over the tasks I had enjoyed – and still enjoy, when it is not a waste of time for me to do them. Today I am training other members of staff to delegate, to teach new members their skills, so that they in turn can take more responsible positions.

Now, more than thirty years since the nursery began, we have a permanent staff of six men and eleven women, including the office staff. In summer from our neighbour’s fruit farm come additional women who have been part of our team for many years. They arrive when the pruning of fruit trees is finished, and return when the fruit is ready to be picked. This fortunate arrangement keeps trained people and friends together. There are usually several part-time students during the summer months who come for practical experience before entering horticultural colleges.

When deciding what to put, or what not to put, into this notebook, I have been aware that not all will be of interest to every reader. Some passages will be skip-read while others, I hope, will be informative or relaxing.

If anyone is facing the need to begin a new life-style, I hope they may find encouragement, in the pages that follow, to ‘take the plunge’ with their particular inclination or talent.

Beth Chatto
Elmstead Market
1998
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by Monty Don

I first saw Beth Chatto in the mid-eighties from a distance at Chelsea Flower Show. I was still in my twenties and feeling remote from a well-fortified gardening establishment of which Beth seemed to be an established member. By then she had won a long succession of gold medals for her Chelsea exhibits and published The Dry Garden and The Damp Garden which I referred to constantly. I still do. But her exhibit that Chelsea stood out from all others in its naturalistic display of her exquisite plants. In those days that challenged all the preconceptions of how plants might best be displayed and yet, once you saw Beth’s stand, it seemed blindingly obvious to show them in a garden rather than a formal nursery setting. She might have been a member of the gardening Great and Good, but I could immediately relate to her as a lover of gardeners rather than just a potentially intimidating expert.

This was the key to Beth’s love of plants. She was a superb plantswoman but she was first and foremost a gardener. If she admired a plant, then wherever possible she would use it to best effect in her garden at Elmstead Market near Colchester. It was the making of this garden, with its various developments and extensions in unpromising heavy East Anglian clay, that provided the impetus for her nursery and her books.

My first sight of her at Chelsea showed me a slim, neat, sprightly person with a kind face but some steel in the eyes. She had a reputation for not suffering fools and did not take any prisoners. When I met her properly for the first time some years later, in her garden, that steel was evident. I was very aware that despite being the Observers gardening editor, with lots of television programmes under my belt and three gardening books published, I was a horticultural upstart with, compared her at least, a derisory amount of knowledge. So I was slightly anxious. She greeted me by looking into my eyes and saying ‘How can I say this … [long pause] … I think that you write so much better now.’

Ouch. But there is an openness in that kind of directness and we got on well. There was none of the patrician confidence about her garden that almost invariably comes with inheritance. The site, fourteen acres of it, had all been made by her over thirty-six years with an industry, patience and canniness that comes from leading a living from the soil. She and her husband Andrew farmed the land around the site for eighteen years before they built a house and started to make the garden. In The Damp Garden she writes about the muddy ditch in the middle of a tangle of scrub lying in a dip between two farms, the top slopes being thin gravel and the bottom muddy silt, good for nothing agricultural. From this she created a garden that made a virtue from what others would deem adversity, allying her husband’s work on the natural ecology of plants with her own superlative plantsmanship that amounted to more than just knowing the facts about a vast range of plants. Whereas quite a few people acquire plant knowledge, Beth had the much rarer attribute of plant wisdom. She did not just know about plants, she understood them.

Because of the wide range of conditions and the extraordinary breadth of her plant knowledge, Beth made a garden composed of a huge diversity of plants despite the unpromising site and the harshness of East Anglian weather which can see as little as fourteen inches of rain a year and bitterly cold winters with the east wind sweeping in unchecked across the North Sea from the Urals.

But, with her determination, thoughtfulness and depth of plant understanding she put these conditions to her advantage and in doing so created one of the most original and influential garden areas of her age. Where there had once been the visitor’s car park was dug up and made into a gravel garden with great sweeps of planting with gravel spaces – too loose and wide to be called paths – between them. From the start it was a self-conscious exercise in displaying what can thrive in the most arid part of the country and was never to be watered.

Her first book The Dry Garden had preceded this by over a decade but that was essentially a guide to coping with dry conditions. The Gravel Garden took this experience – and re-editions of the book – to another level by celebrating them. It shows that dry gardens which are never watered, even in the worst drought, can look staggeringly beautiful for much of the year. It was a kind of gardening revolution and typical of the intelligence, careful research and practical energy that Beth bought to both her garden and her books.

The first edition of The Dry Garden was published in 1978 and it was followed four years later by The Damp Garden. Beth always made a virtue of the fact that her chosen site contained the worst combination of conditions – both arid, thin soil with minimal rainfall and boggy areas of impossibly heavy clay. Immediately the rest of us, struggling with what we thought were heroic odds, realised that this slight, spare middle-aged woman had overcome far worse and made of them one of the country’s great gardens. The tone was both instructive and instructional. If she had managed to turn harsh wasteland into a beautiful garden so could you – stop complaining and get stuck in!

I loved her for this. It was the perfect combination of working with nature, making the most of conditions and a refusal to be beaten. At a time when gardening could sometimes seem to be a cross between an exercise in good taste and Latin O level, Beth made it a creative adventure – which of course it should always be.

Her creativity was expressed with a painterly eye. She was greatly influenced by her friendship with the painter and gardener Sir Cedric Morris, who not only shared his love of plants and collecting but also encouraged her to compose plants together in a border rather than just pander to their horticultural needs. Beth’s own instincts for this were also expressed in the years of giving talks and lectures on flower arranging from the early 1950s and she says in the introduction to her Garden Notebook that

Like many other women in those dreary years of shortages and ration books, I was hungry for new contacts and ideas, and found my eyes opened to see plants in a new way. Perhaps as a painter must do – so I began to look at plants carefully and critically.

She began travelling the country lecturing and demonstrating, using plants from her garden – many of which had been given to her by Cedric Morris. Gradually she needed more plants than her garden could provide and thus the nursery was begun. Those early years speaking to small groups about flower arranging gave her the confidence and the common touch as well as the expertise that is so evident in all her writing.

When Beth Chatto wrote about plants, be they for dry or damp conditions, woodland or prairie, you knew that it was always from personal experience. This deeply practical, resourceful person was sharing her knowledge and advice rather than dispensing it from on high. There was always a modesty in this despite the rigour and remorseless attention to detail.

In her Garden Notebook, published in 1988, that detail has the room to become elegiac. Her connection to land and place, focused on her garden, is as intimate and detailed as Gilbert White’s Selbourne or Richard Jefferies’ Wiltshire. She is a very English writer who loved the land as well as the more narrow focus of horticulture, and delighted in all the precious moments that nature offers in a thousand ways across the year. She was, in Thomas Hardy’s own poetic epitaph, a person who ‘used to notice such things.’

I return to her books constantly, always finding new advice and fresh ways to look at plants and gardens. For those who are new to her work, then you are entering into a life-long relationship with a wise friend and gardener.
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