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“For me, Mien Ruys was a genius in designing planting plans—on a par with her illustrious predecessors Gertrude Jekyll and Vita Sackville-West. She is an inspiring example! Her principles are as valuable and functional today as they were in her own day: long-flowering plants which provide ornamental value after, and even before, they flower; groups of different sizes, consecutive flowering seasons, and a variety of flower shapes. These are golden rules which improve every planting plan’s success rate and will be beneficial to every planting designer—whether they are beginners or more experienced.”


Jacqueline van der Kloet


“Some gardens you merely visit, Tuinen Mien Ruys is more like a pilgrimage to the revolutionary birthplace of modern landscape design. It’s remarkable to think that much of what we commonly accept about western gardens today dates back to the design experiments conducted here by Mien Ruys over her long lifetime. This is where I discovered the full creative possibilities of her maxim Wild planting in a strong design, an idea that deeply inspired the original Dutch Wave and continues to be piercingly relevant today.”


Tony Spencer, The New Perennialist


“I came across Mien Ruys early in my career, through her book on perennials and by visiting her garden. The tall, sturdy plants I discovered in Dedemsvaart were an inspiration to me. They led me to start collecting plants, which formed the basis for the assortment of plants in our nursery. As a designer, I chose a different path—one that did not exactly meet with Mien’s approval. Never one to mince words, she let it be known through other people that she missed structure in my work.”


Piet Oudolf
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PREFACE


When I changed careers in 2010 and started as a trainee at Mien Ruys Gardens, I had little experience of working in a garden, but you learn a lot by being willing and showing an interest. I found my way in the Gardens by doing, observing, and asking questions. After working for several years under the guidance of my predecessor, Tineke Grin, I took over from her as head gardener. I’m still grateful to her that, despite my limited knowledge and experience, she recognized that there was a gardener in me. Looking back, changing careers was the best decision ever; it feels like the greatest gift I could have been given.


During the year and a half that I’ve spent working on this book, I’ve traveled back through 100 years reliving the history of Mien Ruys and her Gardens. The result is a story of her life, her work, and the period in which she lived. But, above all, it is the story of the Gardens, which Mien Ruys began in her parents’ kitchen garden in 1924. It was her “first act of landscaping.”


I never knew Mien Ruys personally. She had died by the time I became really entranced by her gardens. Everything in this book is based on her books and publications, the video and audio recordings there are of her, the books and articles written about her life and work, and the stories of people who knew her. This book contains my interpretation of all these sources; the text has been written from my perspective and based on my experiences. My intention was to record the story of a talented women and her gardens. Someone who was ahead of her time and who—as a woman—managed to become a respected and successful garden designer and landscape architect. I do not pretend that this book is complete or will always resonate with other people’s experiences. I hope that it paints a captivating portrait of a resolute woman who spent 70 years creating gardens in Dedemsvaart that, even today, attract thousands of visitors every year.


The Gardens hold an extraordinary beauty for me. Mien Ruys’s style—the contrast between a clear-cut design and the looseness and lushness of the plants—creates a sense of peace and connection with nature. The history of this spot, which has developed over 100 years, is tangible and makes the Gardens a balanced, green oasis.


This book is also intended to motivate you to bring nature into your own garden and enjoy it—something that Mien Ruys advocated for many years. Working and living in a green environment, with your hands in the soil is—for me at least—therapeutic. Experiencing the wonder of the awakening, burgeoning, and eventually dying plants every year makes you humble and thankful for the power of nature. I hope that I have conveyed this love through this book.


Conny den Hollander


Garden and landscape designer and head gardener at Mien Ruys Gardens

















WHERE IT STARTED



ORIGINS IN DEDEMSVAART


The story of Mien Ruys Gardens actually began in the nineteenth century. For centuries, a large part of the northeast Netherlands had been uncultivated land, comprising peat moors and wilderness. In the first half of the nineteenth century, a canal was dug in Overijssel, between Gramsbergen and Hasselt, and named the Dedemsvaart after its initiator, Baron van Dedem. The manually dug canal provided drainage for the peat moor, drying it out so that the peat could be extracted and utilized. The peat, which was used widely as fuel at the time, was transported by canal to Hasselt and from there distributed throughout the Netherlands. A fen community developed as a settlement alongside the canal, becoming known as the village of Dedemsvaart. As the peat was dug up, reclaimed peatland appeared; the upper layer of peat became mixed with the sand that lay beneath the peat moor. This fertile soil was ideal for agriculture and horticulture. Peat extraction brought in a lot of money for the peat cutters or peatland owners: the nouveau riche of the nineteenth century. Huge, stately villas were built along the canal from the peat proceeds.
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Canal diggers at work in the Dedemsvaart. The canal was dug out by hand.








Bonne Ruys and the Moerheim Nursery


In 1869, Mien Ruys’s grandfather, Jan Daniël Ruys, had to move out of the house he and his family had been renting in Kampen when it was required for a new tenant. He had no choice but to look for somewhere else to live. His brother-in-law, Arend Berends, the son of one of the peatland owners in Dedemsvaart, had recently bought ten hectares of land and the villa known as Huize Moerheim (Moerheim House) along the Dedemsvaart canal. He offered the house to his brother-in-law, an offer Jan Daniël was happy to accept.


Jan Daniël’s son, Bonne Ruys, born in 1865, was only four when his parents went to live in Dedemsvaart. Once Bonne started school, it became clear that book-learning wasn’t his strong suit, but he knew at a young age that he wanted to be a grower. Bonne’s enthusiasm had arisen from his time spent at the nearby nursery garden, Tottenham, where he and his friend François van der Elst could often be found. The owner, Mr. Jongkindt Conick, had named his nursery after the suburban district of Tottenham in London, where he had learned his trade from the nurseryman Thomas Ware. On the advice of Jongkindt Conick, Bonne went to a boarding school in Brussels to study foreign languages. They would prove useful to him as a future nurseryman. After he finished boarding school in 1882, Bonne went to work as one of the apprentices at the Tottenham nursery despite repeated attempts by his father to persuade him to continue his studies.


There was no formal way of obtaining a professional qualification to become a grower at that time, and so a practical apprenticeship was the only way to learn. The job did not carry much prestige, as Bonne recalled in his memoirs: “Anyone who was too dumb to study had to become a grower or a mayor.”
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The New Moerheim villa beside the Dedemsvaart canal








Bonne spent 1885 and 1886 working in various nurseries abroad, first in England and later in Germany. When there was no more work to be found in Germany, a lack of money forced him to return home. Back in the Netherlands, he worked for a seed and fruit merchant in Zwijndrecht. One of the owners of this company, Mr. Van Namen, visited Dedemsvaart in 1887 and advised Jan Daniël to allow Bonne to start his own nursery there. The fertile soil and Bonne’s interests were sure to make it a success. Jan Daniël took the advice to heart and offered his son a plot of land. Bonne still had his doubts because of the poor road connections from Dedemsvaart, but the suitable soil and his father’s commercial support settled the matter. Unable to think of a better name, Bonne Ruys named the nursery after his family home: Moerheim, which literally means “peatland house.” And so, in 1888, Moerheim Nursery was born. Bonne began by growing a variety of plants. He bought vegetable seeds from various seed merchants, but also perennials, shrubs, roses, and conifers from Tottenham nursery. He was particularly successful at cultivating seeds in the early years. He drew up a “pricelist”—a catalog of the seeds he had for sale—which he initially printed himself. Bonne noticed that the seed of a German legume variety produced a single plant with unusual, large white flowers. The flowers developed into larger pods than those of the other plants. He was greatly saddened to see that these unusually large pods had also attracted the attention of birds, who had made a feast of them. He was only able to save a few pods, which he cherished, sowed, multiplied, and eventually marketed. He named the legume “Moerheims reuzenpeul” or Moerheim’s giant pea, enabling him to publicize the name of his nursery at the same time.
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Pricelist and order form for Moerheim nursery








Bonne continued to expand his nursery in the years that followed, and he began focusing more on growing perennials. He tried to make the descriptions in his catalog of perennials—unique for its time—as detailed and appealing as possible. Planting perennials in gardens was quite unusual in the Netherlands in the early twentieth century, and interest in doing so was slow to emerge. Perennials were much more prevalent in gardens in England. Bonne therefore traveled regularly to England to establish contacts, acquire customers, and procure plants he could cultivate himself. Bonne’s interests lay mainly in hybridizing, selecting, multiplying, and marketing perennials.


He found an unusual plant with a large, double flower head in a bed of Campanula persicifolia. By multiplying and cultivating it, he grew his first perennial cultivar. He put this plant onto the market around 1900 under the name of Campanula persicifolia ‘Moerheimii’. This name and that of the Moerheim giant pea played a major role in publicizing the Moerheim nursery throughout the world.


In the meantime, Bonne had met Engelina Fledderus, a clergyman’s daughter from Hellendoorn. When he made a profit for the first time in 1892, he decided that it gave him a good basis for marriage. He and Engelina became engaged and then married in 1896. They moved into one half of his parental home, while Bonne’s mother and sister lived in the other half. By 1900, Bonne and Engelina had two children, and Huize Moerheim had become a bit too small. Bonne decided to build a new house close by with the appropriate name of Nieuw-Moerheim (New Moerheim). They went on to have another six children.
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Bonne Ruys








As a grower, Bonne Ruys proved to be enterprising, innovative, and a visionary as well. He often traveled abroad, had many contacts in the growers’ world, and regularly welcomed grower acquaintances in his own home. Some of the famous names in his circle of acquaintances included the German growers Karl Foerster and Georg Arends and the English growers William Robinson and Gertrude Jekyll, famous for her cottage gardens. Bonne spoke many languages, including Danish and Swedish. He was one of the first to use an American card system for his administration and to open a checking account for the business. As the years went on, Moerheim grew to become a well-known nursery internationally, particularly for perennials and roses. As early as 1896, he was given the title of “Purveyor to the Royal Household” after he supplied the plants for Het Loo Palace, and from 1904, the nursery was permitted to be called Koninklijk Kwekerij Moerheim or “Moerheim Royal Nursery.” A significant part of his market was in other countries, such as England, Germany, and the Scandinavian countries, but after World War I, the popularity of perennial borders grew in the Netherlands too. Moerheim Nursery undoubtedly played a major role in promoting perennials, and this was partly due to its extensive, stylishly designed catalogs. After Bonne’s first successful selective breeding of the white Campanula, many more well-known bred strains of perennials followed, such as Phlox and Delphinium. A number of these cultivars are still available, including his first cultivar Campanula persicifolia ‘Moerheimii’. When Bonne died in 1950, the nursery had grown to cover some 40 hectares and was one of the major employers in Dedemsvaart.
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Moerheim’s giant pea























1900-1930



THE NETHERLANDS IN THE EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY


Dutch society in the early years of the twentieth century was still very traditional. The church played a major role in society, which was divided into different social classes. The division of roles between men and women was simple: men worked, and women looked after the children and ran the home. The upper middle class began campaigning for better working conditions and housing for the working classes. Particularly women from the higher social classes were expected to support those who were less well-off. Despite this traditionally structured society, the struggle for the emancipation of workers and of women gradually began to take shape.


The Netherlands remained neutral during World War I (1914–1918), but nonetheless, the effects of the war were felt in the economy. Food and fuel became scarce and trade with other countries slumped. The Spanish Flu in 1917 was a second onslaught for the population in Europe, and the Netherlands was no exception. As these gloomy years came to an end, people felt the need for change: they wanted to dance, make music, party the night away, and shake off the old standards and values. The roaring twenties made their entrance, particularly among young, better-off people in the large cities. The economy improved and prosperity grew. A milestone was reached in the emancipation of women in the Netherlands: following years of effort by a group of progressive women, women became eligible for election in 1917 and entitled to vote in 1919.
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The Ruys family in 1911










Mien Ruys’s Early Years


Wilhelmina Jacoba Ruys (known as Mien) was born on April 12, 1904, as Bonne and Engelina’s fifth child. She and her three brothers and four sisters grew up in the parental home of Nieuw-Moerheim and the adjoining nursery. Mien loved being outdoors and was quoted in 1987 as saying “I was able to say Potentilla before I could say table and chair”: an illustration of how she spent her youth amongst all these hectares of plants.


The Ruys family was one of the more well-off and the Dutch Reformed Church featured broadly in their lives. Despite the traditional environment in which they lived, Bonne and Engelina had modern ideas and broad interests. Not only their sons, but also their daughters were encouraged to learn and study, something that was not yet common in those days. From a young age, Mien was interested in the natural world and loved drawing. After primary school in Dedemsvaart, she continued her studies in various places, including a boarding school for general development in Bussum. Here, she was instructed in languages and literature and had lessons in household tasks. Despite her parents’ modern opinions, some knowledge of how to run a household was always considered desirable for daughters. This was one of the reasons for sending her to this school. Mien Ruys later spoke of this in an interview: “Mother said: ‘You have so little aptitude for housekeeping. I believe you are the only one who needs to learn something about it.’ But I might as well not have gone at all because as soon as the subject of household tasks came up, I mentally drew a curtain and withdrew. I learned nothing about it.”


Mien in Search of Her Identity


In her twenties, Mien often felt lonely and unsure of herself. She had no close friends in Dedemsvaart. There were few suitable candidates for marriage, and winters were particularly long, boring, and depressing. There was little to do apart from skating and reading books. She was happy in her work, but the compulsory household duties held no charms for her. As a woman, she felt restricted and would have preferred to be a man, because men were free, could have adventures and go out into the world. The natural world was her comfort, certainly once she had distanced herself from religion. She frequently left the house to take walks in the countryside. She had a difficult relationship with men. At one point, she fell in love with the artist Reinhard Heinemann, whom she had met at an exhibition in Nijmegen. When she learned that he was married, it took Mien several months to get over it. Her older sister Lotte had studied in Utrecht and lived in Amsterdam. Mien often went to visit her and got to know the progressive, artistic circles in which the independent Lotte moved. The two sisters took taxi rides through Amsterdam, with Lotte pointing out the city’s different architectural styles. Mien enjoyed these trips, and they taught her how to observe.
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Mien Ruys at about the age of four
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The Moerheim catalog in 1921








“Today My Career Has Begun”


When Mien left school at the age of 19 in 1923, she knew for certain that her future lay in the nursery garden. Her love of nature meant that she wanted to work outside, but after she had spent a few weeks exerting herself in the nursery, she reconsidered. She decided she wanted to become a landscape gardener but had her doubts because she thought it was more a job for men. In 1916, when international trade collapsed during World War I, Bonne had set up a landscape gardening studio where designs and planting plans for individual customers were drawn up. Mien set to work in the design studio, in addition to her compulsory household tasks. She wrote in her diary: “Today my career has begun.” At first, her work involved equipping the Moerheim stands for trade fairs and exhibitions, adding details to designs, and helping to plant borders. Mien’s older sister Ina had taken classes in landscape gardening in England and worked as a draughtswoman in the studio. When Ina went to England for a while, Mien took over her work. In addition to her vast knowledge of plants acquired as she was growing up, she turned out to have a talent for design too. From then on, she devoted herself to designing gardens, particularly for villas. She also had a talent for writing. When she was asked to write something for the magazine Buiten (Outdoors) in 1925, she consulted her mother about whether she should do it. Her mother answered: “You write the most entertaining letters of all my eight children, so just say yes.”


Growers and landscape gardeners from other countries frequently came to visit the nursery. Dedemsvaart did not have a suitable hotel, so the guests often stayed with the Ruys family. They introduced Mien to their world and encouraged her to study further. The Netherlands did not have an appropriate study program at the time, and learning from the available books was not enough for her. Through her father’s contacts, she was granted a traineeship in the landscape gardening studio of Wallace and Sons’ nursery in Tunbridge Wells in England in 1928. There she met Gertrude Jekyll (1843–1932), who became an inspiration not just because of her borders, but also because she was one of the first to collaborate with an architect, Edwin Lutyens. Mien visited her for a second time in 1931. Gertrude Jekyll was already well into her eighties and almost blind. Mien wandered around her garden for hours picking sprigs from plants that were new to her. While the two drank tea together, Gertrude Jekyll felt the sprigs and was able to identify the plants. They exchanged plants. Gertrude gave Mien Sedum telephium ‘Munstead Dark Red’ while Mien gave her the new Helenium ‘Moerheim Beauty’.


“The period in Berlin had a major influence on her development.”






[image: ]

Letter from Gertrude Jekyll to Mien in 1931








A modern, architectural style of landscape gardening combined with copious planting was being developed in Germany at that time. This combination captured Mien Ruys’s imagination. She got to know ambassadors of this style, including the German couple Hermann Mattern and Herta Hammerbacher, an architect and a landscape gardener who were collaborating with the grower Karl Foerster. When a group from the Deutsche Dendrologische Gesellschaft stayed in her parents’ house, one of the members, the landscape gardener Camillo Schneider, advised Mien to go to Germany to study. She left for Berlin in 1929 to attend lectures on Gartenkunst (garden design) for a few months at the new Institut für Gartengestaltung, which also admitted women. She delighted in lively, cosmopolitan Berlin, its culture, art, architecture, and not least, in her freedom. In the company of a friend she had met on her train journey, she visited museums and theaters, and they took walks in the countryside around Berlin. The period in Berlin had a major influence on her development. After seeing Bertolt Brecht’s Threepenny Opera, an indictment of capitalism, she resolved to become a socialist. “I sat through it all with my hair on end from dismay. I had been so protected and spoilt when growing up, I had no idea of the terrible things that were actually going on.”















THE EXPERIMENTAL GARDENS
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The Wilderness Garden around 1932
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The path to the former nursery
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Epimedium ×rubrum








Wilderness Garden (1924)


“It soon became clear to me that cultivating plants was not where my interests lay, but rather what to do with all these plants.” When Mien Ruys left school in 1923, the nursery was full of stool beds for propagating perennials, which were then sold as soon as they were ready. Mien wanted to acquire some experience situating the plants in the garden. There was little information recorded about this at that time. She was given permission to lay out an experimental garden in her parents’ orchard. The shape of the garden was at least as important to her as the plants in it. She chose a minimalist, simple shape in which the plants were to create the effect of a wilderness. A perpendicular line crossed the sight line from the house toward the nursery. She dug a square pond where the two lines crossed. Cement-and-gravel tiles from the nursery measuring 40 × 60 centimeters were used for the paths and the edge of the pond. There was no water supply, so the water for the pond had to come from the Dedemsvaart canal: a long way to walk. The front garden on the other side of the house, the road, and then the tram rails had to be crossed before one reached the canal. So that she didn’t have to carry the water herself, she harnessed the family’s cow with a yoke and milking pails to transport the water from the canal to the pond. She realized that the fruit trees made the garden a shady spot and so duly took account of that when choosing plants. She chose plants from the nursery that could withstand shade, such as columbine, primula, and bleeding heart (Dicentra spectabilis). One year on, it was clear that this decision had been wrong. Nearly all the plants had died. Dedemsvaart’s acidic, peaty soil was unsuitable for these mainly lime-loving species. This was a valuable lesson. When choosing plants, the deciding factor would have to be the type of soil rather than choosing plants she liked and then altering the soil to suit them. Furthermore, the plants were not compatible with the idea she had in mind. Strong plants such as periwinkle, ferns, Symphytum (comfrey), and honesty were more appropriate, as well as a few exotic plants such as Hosta, Rodgersia, and Brunnera. The decision to plant these proved to work, and the ground was soon covered. It was low maintenance too, since there was no need to weed, water, or add manure due to their thick growth, the shady spot, and the falling leaves that made the soil rich in humus. This balance was upset by a storm 40 years later. Several large oak trees and old apple trees were toppled, allowing more light to get in. The damage caused by the fallen trees had to be cleared away, which disturbed the soil. The consequence of the change in light and disturbance of the soil was an explosion of weeds, “as if all hell had broken loose,” as Mien said later. It took many years of systematic weeding before the balance was restored.


The Wilderness Garden was Mien’s first experimental garden in Dedemsvaart. More were to follow. It is noteworthy that at a very young age she chose a minimalist, geometric shape to contrast with lush, informal vegetation. It illustrates her sense of style, and this design method would be emblematic for the rest of her life. Her good friend Rosette Zandvoort later called this experiment “her first steps on the path to garden design.”
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The sundial in the Old Experimental Garden in 1930








Old Experimental Garden (1927)


“The next step was to take over the entire kitchen garden,” Mien Ruys wrote in Mijn Tuinen (My Gardens) in 1987. Following her first experiment in her parents’ orchard, it was now the turn of the kitchen garden to be experimented on with plants. This spot had hardly any shade from trees, and therefore got far more sun. She created a large south-facing border, 30 × 4 meters backed with a palisade. Here too she used the concrete tiles from the nursery, this time in a double row along the border. A door was cut in the fence on one side of the border, while the little bridge to the nursery formed the end of the other side of the border. The path along the border adjoined a large lawn, in the right proportion to the mighty border. The lawn was bound on the northern side by a curved shrubbery. To soften the minimalist, hard lines of the border somewhat, she planted little island groups of perennials and ornamental grasses in the lawn on the other side of the tiled path. A pedestal supporting a sundial marked the start of the border. The pedestal came from an old country estate and was brought to Dedemsvaart by the steam tram that used to run between Zwolle and Coevorden. The exact date is unknown, but it was probably sometime in the 1930s. After the tram conductor had rolled the pedestal from the tram into the garden of the family home, it lay there for months waiting for Mien to have a flash of inspiration about what to do with it. This inspiration came, and the pedestal was planted in the ground upside down at the start of the tiled path in the Old Experimental Garden. She asked the local smith to make a sundial to put on top of it. The sundial told the time for many years until the plants around it grew so high that they blocked out much of the sun’s rays. Although the sundial no longer functions, it has stood in exactly the same place for over 100 years.


The large border in the Old Experimental Garden was designed by Mien in the period during which she was mainly creating designs for the gardens of large villas. It is an example of a traditional English border with groups of perennials set out from low to high. This type of planting was still in its infancy but became increasingly fashionable. Moerheim Nursery certainly played a major part in this, as one of the few growers of perennials in the Netherlands.
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The large border in 2022 (above) and in 1935 (below). The Yucca filamentosa in the foreground was replaced by Molinia caerulea subsp. arundinacea ‘Transparent’.
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