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A new regular series of various 
writers' personal 
view of a garden they have visited 
recently 

 
words and photographs  
by Bella D'Arcy Reed 
 

"The Beth Chatto Gardens began in 1960 when the 
site was an overgrown wasteland between two farms. 
Faced with all kinds of difficult conditions Beth and 
the late Andrew Chatto set out to find homes for 
many of the plants they wished to grow. With dry and 
damp soil in both sun and shade, they were able put 
into practice the underlying principles of what is now 

referred to as 'Ecological gardening'"  

http://www.bethchatto.co.uk/gardens 

  
Beth Chatto's Garden 
 

 
 

 
 

When I was studying garden design, there was a discussion about Beth Chatto's 

garden: was it designed? Was she a designer or a plantswoman? One side said 

that her garden was not designed, it  was just a collection of plants, the other side 

said that of course it was designed - the skill in the juxtaposition of plants was 

'design'. I suspect that the discussion was engendered because the same 

argument had appeared in one or two articles in the gardens media. I also suspect 

that it was caused by that daft idea that design and horticulture were two different 

disciplines; that horticulturists did not know abut design and designers did not 

know about plants. I hope that in the last twelve years that particular  debate has 

been laid to rest... 

Well, Beth Chatto is both. The garden would not work if she  did not know her 

plants' and if she did not know how to arrange them. She is also 'suddenly' at the 

forefront of the ecology movement.....having written books on the dry garden and 

the damp garden way before this particular hare was set running....  She is also an 

inspiration when she talks: she says exactly what she means with enthusiasm and 

humour, and makes you warm towards her,  and all the plants you have ever 

bought form her (which, in my case, have never failed...) 



 

 

The garden. I visited the garden on the first misty day of this 

Autumn (2010). It was sort-of drizzly, but magically so. It was late 

in the afternoon, and there were only two other people there. 

 

And a cat. A silver tabby who accompanied me all round the 

garden until I was within distance of the exit - then she 

disappeared... (thank you, Charlie, for looking after me...) 

The garden is small enough for me to use  a stick rather than a 

mobility scooter, and in this atmosphere, it was good to walk and 

rest, walk and rest. (Although there could be one more seat, in 

the woodland area where I wanted to stay a bit longer)  

 

The plants were interwoven, leaning against each other; browns 

and greens with sparks of red in autumn leaves and yellows of  
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rudbekias. There were clumps of creamy white miscanthus 

feathers standing tall and at their peak, and the diffused red of 

M. Malepartus, one of my favourites.  

 

 

The perennials were not dying, they were falling into a quiet 

contentment before curling up under a duvet of earth. The trees 

were having a last flare of joy before sleeping quietly in their 

grey, brown and olive-green still stems. The water in the pools, 

where it flowed, was trying to be quiet so as not to disturb the 

still, waiting water, the plants around them dipping their edges to 

see their last reflections before cold and ice broke them up.  

The trees in that mist were glorious: the monkey puzzle 

silhouetted against the pale sky, and a pink-flowered Sorbus lit 



up by the yellow and greens of the plants in the border near to it, 

and glowing against a darker tree. 

 

 

 

 
 

The leaves were not really falling the day I was there; 

a few days afterwards, the rain came and the winds 

blew and my experience was gone, except in 

memory..   There were still some roses in flower,  this 

one next to some early hips of another species:  

 



The borders were still glowing with colour, see below, texture, 

contrasting shapes; perennials against mature trees:  white 

miscanthus plumes lighting up the dark green of those trees, If 

you cover those plumes with a part of your hand you will 

suddenly see the richness of the colours below it. If you cover 

the white and the yellow, you will see  darker shades. It is the 

same picture, but the eye responds to a group of colours 

together, and changes  perception of those colours when others 

are added. Try the exercise in reverse.... through this you will 

see the skilful planting  and the understanding  of colours. Beth 

Chatto says she owes a great deal to Cedric Morris, a gardener 

and painter: the placement of colour I suspect was one of the 

things she learned - or absorbed, bringing out a skill she 

already had I suspect. Rather like Gertrude Jekyll meeting and 

seeing the paintings of Monet... Then look at the olive 

pendulous foliage at the back; against those upright brighter 

branches, the contrast of shapes, of the 'up and down' of it,  and 

the different greens  - then add the yellow of the next tree - the 

whole is magical! 

 


