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Beatrix Potter on holiday at Holehird, Windermere, 1889
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Guinea pigs gardening from Cecily Parsley’s Nursery Rhymes


For Kirke


 


[image: image]






THE FLOWERS LOVE the house, they try to come in. The golden flowered great St. Johns wort pushes up between the flags in the porch, it has peeped up between the skirting and the flags inside the porch place before now. And the old lilac bush that blew down had its roots under the parlour floor, when they lifted the boards. Houseleek grows on the window sills and ledges; wisteria climbs the wall; clematis chokes the spout’s casings. Wall flowers and cabbage roses in season; rosemary and blue gentian, and earliest to flower the red pyrus Japanese quince—but nothing more sweet than the old pink cabbage rose that peeps in at the small paned windows.


—Beatrix Potter’s description of Hill Top, part of an unpublished sequel to The Fairy Caravan







PREFACE
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FIRST, A CONFESSION. I did not read Beatrix Potter as a child. In fact, I learned about Peter Rabbit from a knockoff of sorts. The spoiled youngest of four, I would steadily pester my mother for books on outings to Woolworths, and one day she bought me a shiny-covered Golden Book called Little Peter Cottontail by Thornton W. Burgess. Its naughty rabbit cavorted in wildflowers and visited a farm, but never found Mr. McGregor’s garden. My introduction to Beatrix Potter came much later in life.


In 1981, at a shower celebrating my upcoming nuptials, someone gave me a large cookie jar in the shape of a bonneted, apron-bedecked “porcupine” holding an iron. Wedding showers are awkward at best, particularly for learning about famous characters from childhood literature that one has somehow, in two-plus decades of life, managed to miss. What did I say when opening this gift in front of a sizeable, entirely female audience of friends, family, and future relations? That memory is lost. I have also repressed the identity of the gift-giver. Neither the Mrs. Tiggy-winkle cookie jar (a hedgehog, if you please) nor the marriage lasted long.


Fast-forward to 1997, when I set off with my second (and last) husband and two aged parents for a tour of Scotland and the Lake District. William Wordsworth was on our agenda. His homes, Dove Cottage and Rydal Mount, are both near Grasmere and not far from Windermere, where we were staying. And what of Beatrix Potter, that children’s author and artist?


Our visit to Hill Top Farm, Miss Potter’s beloved home on the other side of Windermere, turned out to be a highlight. For one thing, the sun came out that afternoon after a week of Scotland in the rain. (My mother, who had brought only one pair of shoes—my father would blow-dry them for her every night in our B&B—was especially grateful.) The Hill Top garden was at its August peak; the tour was engaging.


I learned that day that Beatrix Potter was a gardener. I garden, though some days I feel that I do most of my gardening at the keyboard. I am intrigued by writers who garden and by gardeners who write. The pen and the trowel are not interchangeable, but seem often linked. Emily Dickinson, poet and gardener, has long been an obsession of mine. Edith Wharton interests me, and Jane Austen, both novelists with a gardening bent. I once read all of Nathaniel Hawthorne, winnowing his words for horticultural references. Gertrude Jekyll and Vita Sackville-West also oblige. And now there was Beatrix Potter.
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A rabbit sets off to garden, later adapted for Peter Rabbit’s Almanac for 1929


So Beatrix Potter and the idea of her garden simmered quietly at the back of my mind. Over the years I saw some of Potter’s marvelous botanical watercolors at the Victoria and Albert Museum in London and the Morgan Library & Museum in New York. Miss Potter, a Hollywood film, came and went. An adroit article by Peter Parker appeared in the gardening journal Hortus. But one day at the New York Botanical Garden shop, two books lay side by side on a display table: a new edition of Potter’s The Complete Tales and Linda Lear’s biography, Beatrix Potter: A Life in Nature. The simmer turned to a boil.


A few explanatory notes. You may be relieved or perturbed, depending on your druthers, that I have avoided botanical names in most of the book. Beatrix was not impressed with gardener’s Latin, so I have bowed to her feelings on the matter. For those of you who are looking for these particulars, you will find lists of the plants she grew, wrote about, and illustrated, including their proper nomenclature, at the end of the book. Her grammar, punctuation, and spelling were loose, particularly in her letters, but they are reproduced as she wrote them. I would encourage you to have copies of her Tales at hand. The stories with their illustrations are a joy to read. They will increase your understanding of both Beatrix Potter and her gardens.


Part One is a gardener’s biography of Beatrix Potter. In terms of her own name, I must beg her pardon on two counts. First, for taking the liberty of referring to her by her Christian name, I plead twenty-first-century customs. Second, during her married years I have generally stuck to her maiden name rather than switching to her preferred “Mrs. Heelis.” As she continued to use Potter professionally throughout her life, she would, I think, understand that it is by that name that we continue to know her best.


Part Two follows Beatrix Potter through a year in her gardens. When she lived with her husband at Castle Cottage, it is not always clear whether she and her correspondents are discussing the garden there or across the road at Hill Top Farm. So in describing the progress of her gardens through the seasons I hope I will be forgiven for smudging the lines a bit, as her efforts and enjoyment encompassed both.


Part Three is a traveler’s guide, intended as a lure to discover or rediscover Beatrix Potter’s Lake District and the other parts of Great Britain that influenced her. The gardens at Hill Top Farm alone would merit a visit, and there are many other gardens and landscapes that still have echoes of her.


Welcome to Beatrix Potter’s gardens …






PART ONE





Beatrix Potter, Her Life as a Gardener
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Beatrix Potter in the front porch at Hill Top Farm, 1913


 


EVERY GARDEN TELLS A STORY, if you know how to read it. The story of Beatrix Potter’s garden begins on an October day in the village of Sawrey in the north of England.


A woman walks up a rise toward a farmhouse, tape measure in hand. She is small in stature, and some gray hairs are wound into her otherwise brown bun. Tiny lines around her mouth would fold into a smile, if there were one. It seems like happiness is not something she expects. She has just signed the contract for Hill Top Farm, her first property. Her blue eyes are wide, imagining the garden she will lay out, its walls and walks, and perhaps a long trellis like the one at her uncle’s home in Wales.


Beatrix Potter can picture the garden built and full of flowers: snowdrops in the winter, a spring torrent of lilacs and azaleas and daffodils, summer covered with roses, chrysanthemums for autumn. Fruit trees are a must. A pear tree and some plums can go in with the old apples in the orchard, some currants and gooseberries with the flowers.


She should be happy, this Londoner, realizing the dream of a place of her own in the Lake District, yet an air of sadness clings to her, a hint of loss, like fog that refuses to burn off by midday. It is 1905. The garden beckons as a fresh beginning.




GERMINATION
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BEATRIX POTTER was a late bloomer, gardening-wise. By the time she saw the first growing season progress through her garden at Hill Top she would be forty years old. In spite of a somewhat late start, the seeds of Potter’s gardening interests were planted early on.


On a Saturday in the height of summer, July 28, 1866, Beatrix Potter was born at No. 2 Bolton Gardens in London. Her parents, Helen Leech Potter and Rupert Potter, were among the recently rich, due in large part to fathers who had made fortunes in Manchester’s cotton industry. The Potters had just purchased this, their first home, newly built in the leafy neighborhood of South Kensington.


Behind the stylish four-story terrace house, the back garden where Beatrix played as a child was a low-key affair. It was walled to lend privacy and gated for access. A few small trees cast shade. A gravel path surrounded a central rectangular lawn. Between the path and the wall grew a simple bed of shrubs like laurel and aucuba along with a smattering of groundcovers. Hyacinths bloomed there in the spring, their fat, colorful spikes pumping out perfume. Brick set in a sawtooth pattern edged the bed. A rose was trained on the wall along with an assortment of climbing vines.
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Beatrix Potter at a garden gate, about 1871
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Beatrix Potter’s London


Across the street from No. 2 was a pocket park, a garden square exclusive to residents. To attract affluent buyers, London residential developers as early as the seventeenth century started offering a private park as an amenity. By the Potters’ day such parks were must-have features for the fashionable. It was a bit of country in the city, rus in urbe. As was usual, the Potters paid for the privilege of the park. A garden tax covered their share of its upkeep. In exchange, they received a key to its iron gate. Young Beatrix, under the authority of Nurse MacKenzie, knew its shaded walks, winding through shrubberies, around lawns, and alongside flowerbeds.


Beatrix and her nurse continued their constitutionals to the Royal Horticultural Society’s Horticultural Gardens, a pinnacle of Victorian prowess nestled next to the South Kensington Museum, now the Victoria and Albert Museum. At Beatrix’s child’s-eye view, the intricate flowerbeds (changed seasonally to maintain peak bloom) stretched out in fans and curves of color. The large glass conservatory was warm and tropical in winter, a jungle to a young, imaginative girl. On concert days, musicians played from cast iron bandstands. A tiled arcade lent shade from the sun. The Potters’ male heir, born when Beatrix was almost six, especially enjoyed the water features. “Once when Bertram was sailing his boat at the Horticultural Gardens,” Beatrix remembered, “an elegant young man playing lawn tennis remarked to an elegant young lady, when the boat stuck in the reeds, that it reminded him of ‘Moses in the Ark’.” The Gardens were an appropriate venue for chaperoned children, a place where fashionable society strolled.
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The square at Bolton Gardens, photographed by Rupert Potter, 1896


The Horticultural Gardens were just across from Kensington Gardens, another regular destination for Nurse MacKenzie and the children. One of London’s Royal Parks, it was laid out during the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries in the then-popular Dutch style. Symmetry ruled. The great avenues of trees stretched radially from the formal Round Pond. A touch of English landscape style came into the garden with the natural-looking Serpentine, an artificial lake created by damming up Westbourne Stream. Young Beatrix and Bertram ambled among the gentry on the Broad Walk and explored the Flower Walk, playing under the watchful eye of Nurse MacKenzie.


MacKenzie was the first in a series of minders, the Potters adopting this common childrearing practice for their social class. Governesses taught Beatrix the basics—arithmetic and English, geography and map-drawing. A tutor came in for French. Her last governess, Miss Annie Carter, added German. Beatrix learned Latin. She enjoyed reading Virgil, so she had no problem with botanical names for plants later on, though in general she avoided them.
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The gardens of the Royal Horticultural Society, South Kensington, photographed by York and Son, about 1871


A shy child, Beatrix found quiet affection among a menagerie including, at various times, mice, frogs, snails, lizards, birds, a dog, a hedgehog, a bat, and of course, rabbits. Some were authorized, some smuggled. In addition to pets, her parents indulged her, and later Bertram, in their artistic efforts. Beatrix Potter first gardened with her pencil and paintbrush.
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Round Pond in Kensington Gardens, postcard, undated


With her father, Beatrix visited art galleries and the studio of his friend, successful society painter Sir John Everett Millais. Rupert Potter, an accomplished amateur photographer, shot sitters and landscape backgrounds for Millais, a great help to a painter who spent much of his time in the studio rather than en plein air. In later years Beatrix wrote, “When I was young it was still the fashion to admire Pre Raphaelites. Their meticulous copying of flowers & plants … influenced me.” By age ten, her drawings of plants showed promise. She learned from books in the Potter library—copybooks by James Andrews and Vere Foster. She learned from art lessons, both private and through the South Kensington Art School. She learned by looking, on family holidays as well as in London.
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Foxglove and periwinkle, pencil, 1876


[image: image]


Beatrix and her mother, about 1872
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Dalguise House, undated


Scotland, a regular Potter holiday destination, provides the first plant reference in family correspondence, appropriately referring to the first bloom of the year. Writing to his seven-year-old daughter from a winter trip, Rupert noted, “There are snowdrops on the lawn but the trees are all bare and no bunnies are to be seen.” The Potters spent eleven long holidays in Dalguise (pronounced dahl-guys), a manor house in the forested hills near Dunkeld on the western side of the broad River Tay. From 1871 to 1881, the family sojourned there for several months each year escaping the dust, not to mention health risks, of London summers. In contrast to Bolton Gardens, which Beatrix later described as “my unloved birthplace,” she remembered Dalguise as “beautiful, home sweet home.”


Beatrix was a country girl at heart. Dalguise was as quiet as London was bustling. The air was clean, unlike the sludgy, sulfurous air of the Victorian city. Light slanted in through forests carpeted with the soft needles of conifers, delighting a fanciful little girl. “The woods were peopled by the mysterious good folk,” she later wrote. “The Lords and Ladies of the last century walked with me along the overgrown paths.” Beatrix flourished at Dalguise.


Childhood discipline loosened. There were flowers to pick along the lanes and in the garden’s box-hedged beds. Beatrix remembered running to greet a favorite guest, William Gaskell, who was sitting comfortably on the front doorstep. “There are sounds of pounding footsteps,” she recalled. “The blue-bottles whizz off the path. A little girl in a print dress and striped stockings bounds to his side and offers him a bunch of meadowsweet.” Hardly behavior that would have been allowed in London.


While the Potters brought their retinue of staff with them on their long holidays, there must have been a Dalguise gardener who worked at the house year-round. He would have been occupied tending the roses, clipping the hedges and, in summer, answering the questions of an inquisitive little girl. Her father photographed Beatrix and her governess in front of a carefully tended display of potted plants. While the gardener is invisible, his work is apparent—grooming, watering, and presenting the plants to their best advantage.
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Beatrix and Bertram at Dalguise, about 1876


[image: image]


Beatrix with governess Miss Madeline Davidson at Dalguise, 1878


Beatrix made her own little gardens, fencing tiny enclosures and tending plants, pretend and real. They were important enough that her father took note of them when he wrote to her from a solo visit to Dalguise. “I went up to look at your pretence garden under the fir trees above the orchard & I am sorry to say that the cows had been trampling about & had knocked over the little palings which you left.”
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Beatrix’s father and grandfather on the terrace at Camfield Place, 1883


When not in London or Scotland, the Potters often visited Camfield Place, her paternal grandparents’ home. Jessy Crompton Potter and Edmund Potter bought the three hundred–acre estate in rural Hertfordshire north of London the year Beatrix was born. To her, it had always been there. At Camfield “all is bound up together in fact and fancy, my dear grandmother, the place I love best in the world and the sweet balmy air where I have been so happy as a child.”
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View from the terrace at Camfield Place, watercolor, 1884


She could run in the garden, only returning when the fire bell was rung as the summons home. Great banks of rhododendrons bloomed in the spring, concealing a faux medieval grotto. A hollow but living elm was perfect to climb and explore for birds’ nests. A yellow rose grew up the brick wall of the kitchen garden, along with the more tender fruit trees. Edmund Potter employed fifteen gardeners to manage the park, walled garden, ornamental beds, and greenhouses. The landscape of this childhood idyll acquainted the young Beatrix with the work of another artist, Capability Brown.


Lancelot “Call me Capability” Brown was England’s supreme garden designer of the eighteenth century. Charming and affable, Brown was a landscape superstar who could exploit the “capabilities” of your country place. If England were a face, Capability Brown would have been its plastic surgeon. His nips and tucks involved extravagant earth moving: building hills, excavating vales, damming streams to create water features. He banished formal features, scraping allées and parterres alike. (All done in the pre-industrial era of manual labor and the original kind of horsepower.)


For his commissions, Brown would typically deliver an Arcadian lawn rolling out from the manor house as far as the eye could see. He painted with trees, planting them in wide belts, elegant clumps, and individual specimens. By the time Beatrix Potter played at Camfield, the trees had grown into mature plantings. The cedar of Lebanon was a particular favorite, “its branches resting on the ground, mixed up with summer growth of wild parsley and coarse grass.” It must have made a wonderful childhood fort.


Taste in garden styles changes, but Beatrix later remembered Camfield Place, its trees and views, with fondness. She pronounced, “I believe it is the fashion to make game of Capability Brown, but, if this place is a fair example of his skill, I do not agree.” Beatrix Potter was never a slave to fashion.
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Camfield’s cedar, pen and ink, undated but later used in The Fairy Caravan


Beatrix developed her inner gardener on the three-legged stool of South Kensington, Dalguise, and Camfield Place. But in 1882, the year she turned sixteen, her father broke the news that he was unable to renew the lease for Dalguise. Swimming in the midst of adolescence Beatrix cried, “the memory of that home is the only bit of childhood I have left.” With the loss of Dalguise, she would look for a new balance.




OFFSHOOTS
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IT WASN’T EASY being Beatrix Potter. She had the normal adolescent woes, compounded by chronic shyness. She was clumsy in company, once moaning, “I feel like a cow in a drawing room.” While other girls her age, including her cousins, were charming in society, Beatrix was awkward. Bertram went off to boarding school. Beatrix was kept at home. She was prone to fainting spells and headaches. She complained of colds and bouts of influenza. Her health problems were capped by a serious case of rheumatic fever. Her mother was difficult, her father distracted. She was, in short, discontented.


She fought back with her paintbrush and her pen. “I cannot rest, I must draw, however poor the result, and when I have a bad time come over me it is a stronger desire than ever, and settles on the queerest things, worse than queer sometimes.” She confessed, “I caught myself in the back yard making a careful and admiring copy of the swill bucket, and the laugh it gave me brought me round.” She wrote these observations in her journal in a code she invented when she was fifteen years old.
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A study of a garden scene with cold frames, watercolor with pencil, undated


In her journal, she recorded a life of arrivals and departures. After more than ten years of long summers at Dalguise—holidays stretching for three to five months—over the next two decades the Potter family seemed almost to drift among a selection of summer homes. They sampled five different places in the Lake District. Some years they took houses in Hertfordshire, near her aging grandparents at Camfield Place. Nor did Rupert abandon Scotland—he rented other properties in and around Dunkeld. Add to this at least one seaside trip for several weeks each spring to allow a top-to-bottom cleaning of London’s soot and grime from No. 2 Bolton Gardens, and one is left with a sense of Beatrix’s rootlessness.


Rupert Potter chose the Lake District the first year Dalguise was unavailable. It had some obvious appeals. There were similarities to Scotland: weather (wet) and upland scenery (sublime), not to mention excellent fishing. It was a popular destination. Other London and Manchester families summered there, giving it the social imprimatur. A great-grandfather on the Crompton side had once owned property in the Southern Lakes near Coniston Water.
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Beatrix, hair shorn during a bout of rheumatic fever, with her pet dormouse, Xarifa, 1885
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Beatrix Potter’s Lakes
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The Potters including spaniel, Spot, at Wray Castle, 1882


When Beatrix and her parents, her brother, assorted pets, and staff emerged from the train station at Windermere, they proceeded to Wray Castle on the far shore of the lake. Unlike the staid classical façades of Bolton Gardens and Dalguise, Wray Castle was a neo-Gothic concoction built in the 1840s, complete with crenelated towers and picturesque garden.
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Rupert and Beatrix Potter (far left and far right) with Edith Rawnsley, Reverend Hardwicke Rawnsley, and their son Noel, 1887


The summer at Wray was Beatrix’s initiation into country life in the Lakes. One Saturday in August, she headed out on a solo walk to Hawkshead, the closest market town about two miles away. In her journal she recorded, “Had a series of adventures. Inquired the way three times, lost continually, alarmed by collies at every farm, stuck in stiles, chased once by cows.” Her misadventures introduced her to the land and its smallholdings with their patchwork of enclosed pastures, hayfields, and gray farmhouses. The lanes were bounded with stacked slate walls and hedgerows, where public paths, those ancient rights-of-way, often required a stile, a purpose-built ladder, to cross over a wall. Sometimes the footpaths cut across unmarked pastures, and it was a toss-up whether the walker or the ruminants were more surprised by the encounters.
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Approaching Hawkshead, watercolor with pencil, undated


The Reverend Mr. Rawnsley, the Potters’ neighbor at Wray and canon of the local church, would have encouraged her walks. Public footpaths were among his many advocacies. Hardwicke Rawnsley was a man of words and action. He erupted with enthusiasm, and to shy, teenaged Beatrix he must have been pure pleasure. He and his wife, Edith, became friends with the Potters on that visit and remained so for the rest of their lives. One of his passions was large scale: the preservation of the landscape of Lakes. As President of the Lake District Defence Society and later a co-founder of the National Trust, he was tenacious. He once wrote in a visitor book: “He came and pleaded till he bust; The sacred cause of National Trust.” His sacred cause would eventually become hers.
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