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Harold and Vita standing in front of the fireplace in the newly restored South Cottage in the early 1930s.



INTRODUCTION


Gardens do not normally survive their creators, but Sissinghurst remains one of the most heart-rendingly beautiful spectacles in England. It’s a garden in a romantic place, a ruined Elizabethan hunting palace flanked on two sides by a moat, in the pretty wooded part of the Kentish Weald. Enveloped in its own orchards and cornfields, it’s full of intimacies and, in summer, what its creator called ‘the dark blue and gold’ of long views to distant hills. The combination of the buildings, the walls, and the planting around and within them has an extraordinary effect. There is very little else like it in the world for abundance and fullness: its fountains of roses, voluptuous, delicious-smelling, out-of-control geysers of flowers; the Purple Border, the White Garden, the Cottage Garden, all set within the terracotta brick frame. It is one of the twentieth century’s greatest creations, made eighty years ago in the course of about a decade by the writer Vita Sackville-West and her husband, the diplomat-cum-politician and writer, Harold Nicolson.

I remember my first sight of Sissinghurst when, just under thirty years ago, I was invited to a party on a Bank Holiday Monday, when the garden used to be closed. I was living in west London and, unusually for someone in their mid-twenties, I was already keen on gardening. I was training to be a doctor in the white-coat sterility of the Charing Cross Hospital wards, but I came from a plant-loving family and to keep me sane, I’d started to grow things in my own back garden.

The party was held on a lovely sunny day in May, and I was excited to see this famous garden. I had not expected the beauty of the buildings. People had talked about the garden, but not the place, which as you approach from the narrow lane feels more French than English, more like a small village than someone’s home. And it all felt endearingly crooked, built from small, ancient bricks, and with an air of slight crumbliness at every corner.

I could hear the whole party out on the top lawn. I went in slowly, noticing the bronze urns at the front, full of a blue-grey pansy with large, flat, cheery flowers, ones I associated more with a Hyde Park bedding scheme than with these grand, sombre pots at the entrance to Sissinghurst. Their colour almost matched that of a large clutch of rosemary bushes with particularly dark blue flowers (Sissinghurst’s own hybrid, see p. 191) to their right and left, and the hanging bells of a small straggly vine of Clematis alpina, breaking the line of the arch overhead. This was the beginning of my exposure to Sissinghurst’s painterly combinations – that blue, a genius contrast to the colour of the Elizabethan and Tudor bricks, is for ever seared into my mind.

The garden was by then – in the early 1980s – owned by the National Trust. Nigel, Vita and Harold’s son, had given it to the Trust in 1967 in lieu of his mother’s death duties, so that he could be sure their creation would be preserved in perpetuity. Pam Schwerdt and Sybille Kreutzberger had been the head gardeners from a couple of years before Vita’s death in 1962 and they’d been taking care of and raising the horticultural level of the garden for the twenty-five-odd years since.
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Adam and me, early on an April morning in the Spring Garden.

And now I’ve had the joy of living in this wonderful place. A few years after first seeing the garden I married Adam, grandson of Vita and Harold, and when his father Nigel became ill and died in 2004, we moved to Sissinghurst. No longer a doctor and now with two children, I had become a gardener, and as someone passionately interested in the beauty of what’s around me, I’m lucky to have spent ten years of my life entwined with Vita and Sissinghurst. Her interiors, the rooms she made, are as rich, as stimulating and excitingly put together as her garden. In the morning I wake up in a bed brought by her from Knole, her nearby family home; I am surrounded by Chinese turquoise ceramic animals that belonged to Vita’s mother. The light coming in from all three windows in our room radiates through amber flasks on the window ledges, which in Vita’s childhood had stood in a window at Knole. There is the scent, on a spring morning, of the huge osmanthus trained on the wall below the windows – one of Vita’s favourite plants (see p. 188), and as this fades it’s replaced by the spicy fragrance of wisteria and the sweet smell of the rose ‘Blossomtime’, a variety loved by Vita for its good mildew resistance, frothy pink flowers and long season, with buds still covering it right into autumn.

I plunged into her books and the more I learnt about Vita, the more excited I felt. I loved her taste, her habit of covering tables with Persian carpets as well as having them on the floor, her lustrous deep-green china egg hanging in front of our huge open fire to avert the evil eye, the turquoise Chinese lamps, the Duncan Grant painted box next to the Roman alabaster funeral urn in the middle of the chunky oak table, almost black with age. And all this before I’d walked out into the garden, with its powerful colours and textures ‘rich as a fig broken open, soft as a ripened peach, flecked as an apricot, coral as a pomegranate, bloomy as a bunch of grapes’, as she described her favourite varieties of old-fashioned rose.
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A typical Vita interior – the Brew House, which she used as her workroom during the war. It’s filled with many of her favourite things: a tapestry chair, a bronze hand on the high window ledge and a huge bowl of carved wooden fruit from a Mexican market.

My husband Adam became increasingly fired up by the idea of trying to enrich the whole Sissinghurst landscape. As he started to explore its history and all the related documents for the book he published in 2008, Sissinghurst: An Unfinished History, so our lives steadily filled with all the stories of what Sissinghurst had been in the past and during his own childhood. As time went on, I too increasingly revelled in Vita’s writing and in the black and white photographs we have of Sissinghurst in Vita and Harold’s day. Vita’s words and those photographs show an exuberant place – a garden brimming and overflowing. As Vita says of herself, ‘My liking for gardens to be lavish is an inherent part of my garden philosophy. I like generosity wherever I find it, whether in gardens or elsewhere. I hate to see things scrimp and scrubby.’ ‘Always exaggerate rather than stint,’ she says later, ‘masses are more effective than mingies.’ Nothing was to be too tidy. ‘Too severe a formality is almost as repellant as lack of any.’ This was to garden in the maximalist, not minimalist, way.

For fifteen years, from the autumn of 1946 to 1961, in her workroom in the Elizabethan tower which presides over the whole of Sissinghurst, Vita wrote a gardening column for the Observer, mostly about plants – new and old – writing as if they were her friends with all their charm and idiosyncrasy. She didn’t include much about her own garden, at least overtly, but everything she wrote in fact relates to Sissinghurst. She also contributed the odd foreword or introduction to gardening books of friends and some articles for Country Life and the Royal Horticultural Society magazine. This book draws on all these sources, as well as on her garden notebooks and the letters Harold and Vita wrote to each other after they moved here in 1930. Together they add up to a brilliantly vivid portrait of Vita’s Sissinghurst.

In her four bound collections – In Your Garden, In Your Garden Again, More for Your Garden and Even More for Your Garden, which basically comprised her Observer articles with a few extras added, Vita organised her material month by month. I’ve used a different system, arranged according to the different themes in her gardening at Sissinghurst so that we might use them in thinking about our own gardens. I have started with a brief history – the parts relevant to Vita’s obsession with Sissinghurst – followed by the story of how she and Harold found it, and the love affair between the place and the people. Then I move on to Harold’s structuring of the garden, the skeletal design; then Vita’s broad-brushstroke ideas for how to make it truly enveloping without too much maintenance; and on again into the finer detail – her favourite plants, which work on a more intimate scale.

There’s lots of discussion here about flowers for cutting because Vita loved having an endless succession of small arrangements to scatter through her indoor life; and she gives advice for potted plants, interesting things to have on your desk or window ledge, particularly in the grey and wet of winter and early spring when the weather doesn’t tempt you outside. There’s practical information here too – for instance, growing lilies from seed (see p. 209) and how best to care for roses (see pp. 157 and 202). The last section of the book brings the history up to date, telling what has happened at Sissinghurst with Vita and Harold no longer there.

You might think that the garden writing of a woman in the 1930s, 40s and 50s would have little relevance now, that her aesthetic would not work today, that fashions would have changed too much, that garden design and the plants available would have moved on too far, but none of that is true. It is rousing and inspiring to go back and look at and read again about how she did things and what she thought, the plants she did and didn’t choose.
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The Big Room at Sissinghurst, created from the stables and designed for entertaining, which, in fact, they rarely did. This looks almost exactly the same now as it did when this photograph was taken in the 1950s.

Luckily for us, Vita is a chatty writer, light on her feet. From the moment I started reading her pieces, they became my favourite source of garden inspiration, for dipping into before I fell asleep or for reading in a great batch in one sitting.

Vita has strong loves and hates and she has a great turn of phrase. One of her favourite plants is the gentian sino-ornata, its brilliance of colour ‘like the very best bit of blue sky landing by parachute on earth’; another is eremurus – the glorious foxtail lily, which looks ‘like a cathedral spire flushed warm in the sunset’.

There are things she doesn’t like such as privet and laurel, which are ‘dark, dank, dusty and dull – how deadly dull’, and standard roses – ‘top-heavy with their great blooms on one thin leg like a crane’ – and the month of August, ‘this dull time, this heavy time, when everything has lost its youth and is overgrown and mature’. Furthermore, she ‘hates, hates, hates’ the rose ‘American Pillar and her sweetly pink companion Perkins’ (‘Dorothy Perkins’), ‘which should be forever abolished from our gardens’.

She is accurate and sometimes funny in her descriptions. How true it is – now she’s pointed it out – that the ‘Silky-silvery seed-heads’ of clematis ‘remind me of Yorkshire terriers curled up in a ball’; that the flowers of Magnolia grandiflora look like ‘great white pigeons settling among dark leaves’; the spikes of big gladiolus hybrids ‘in those great peacock-tail displays look like swords dipped in all the hues of sunrise, sunset and storm’; and that we should all grow joke plants like the ‘humble plant’, Mimosa pudica, which collapses as if dead when you stroke it, only to jump up again when you turn your back. What Vita said about gardens and plants over half a century ago is just as true now, and it’s hard to find it better said.

Vita and Harold filled a stack of leather-bound albums with pictures of the garden as it evolved. This was before and after the war, helped by Jack Vass and his team of gardeners. Sissinghurst became famous quite quickly, the garden drawing many distinguished and talented people who wanted to see it at first hand, and some of the best photographs come from them. There are images by wonderful photographers such as A. E. Henson and Edwin Smith, who took the picture of her desk (see p. 46): still messy, covered in scraps of paper, notes, stamps, matches for her cigarettes, five little vases of flowers – the life of a woman still full of curiosity and adventure just a few weeks before she died. To this collection I’ve added up-to-date images of Sissinghurst at its best, and some new ones by two American friends, Stephen Orr and Ngoc Minh Ngo, and also by Jonathan Buckley, the photographer I have worked with on my books for years.

[image: image]

Vita’s Tower, looking from the Orchard, photographed in May.

Fifty years after Vita’s death, I wanted to collect together a sort of scrapbook of her garden writing, to tell the story of Sissinghurst in her own words, alongside this collection of photographs – many of which have never been seen – to re-create between these covers something of the garden she made.



SISSINGHURST SINCE THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY







	1530
	Sir John Baker buys Sissinghurst



	1560s
	Richard Baker builds the hunting palace



	1573
	Elizabeth I stays at Sissinghurst



	
	Richard Baker knighted



	1756–63
	French prisoners housed at Sissinghurst



	1770s
	Possible date of major fire



	1796
	Sissinghurst let to Cranbrook parish



	1855
	Let to George Neve



	1892
	Vita Sackville-West born



	1903
	Sold to the Cheeseman family



	1926
	Sold to the Wilmshurst family



	1928
	Put on the market again



	1930
	7 May: Vita Sackville-West and Harold Nicolson buy Sissinghurst. The design of the garden starts immediately. Two gardeners – George Hayter and son – plus Mr Copper, the handyman, help out Start to restore the upper lake to the south of the garden straight away



	
	December: Dam the nearby Hammer stream to make the lower lake (costing £125) – mainly Harold’s project



	1931
	Finish the lake
Clear the whole garden of rubbish 
Start putting in lots of hedge plants
Vita writes poem ‘Sissinghurst’, dedicated to Virginia
Woolf (see p. 35)



	1932
	Vita and Harold let Long Barn and move into
Sissinghurst full time



	1934
	Plant six hundred Lilium regale




	1935
	Harold elected MP for Leicester West



	1936
	Victoria (Vita’s mother) dies, so they have more money for the house and garden
Another gardener, Mr Farley, is taken on



	1938
	First opening for National Gardens Scheme – only two days a year



	1939
	Jack Vass taken on as head gardener, but leaves to join the RAF in 1941
During Second World War the Tower top serves as an observation point for the Observer Corps (spotting and reporting German air raids) and Vita moves to a study in the Brew House in the front range



	1940
	Garden open daily – Vita likes it, Harold does not



	1946
	Jack Vass returns and stays until 1957



	1957–9
	Ronald Platt becomes head gardener



	1959
	Pam Schwerdt and Sybille Kreutzberger become head gardeners



	1962
	2 June: Vita’s death



	1967
	National Trust takes over



	1968
	1 May: Harold’s death



	1991
	Sarah Cook becomes head gardener



	2004
	Alexis (Lex) Datta becomes head gardener
23 September: death of Nigel Nicolson



	2013
	Troy Scott Smith becomes head gardener







Part 1


THE PEOPLE AND THE PLACE
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The map of the house and garden from a drawing by Harold; it was included in the first guide book, immediately after the war.



1


A BRIEF HISTORY

At night, our part of Sissinghurst – the southern arm of the front range – looks like a liner, only one room wide, with windows on both sides looking out east and west. It’s long and narrow, and studded over its three floors with those small windows glowing with light. Five years ago the American garden-writer and photographer Stephen Orr came to stay for the night. He was over from New York for the Chelsea Flower Show and I put him up in what we call Juliet’s – Adam’s sister – room, the southernmost room on the attic floor.

We went to bed late, but Steve was woken in the night by loud voices in the Top Courtyard below his east window. He thought Adam and I were having a middle-of-the-night row and, embarrassed, buried his head under the pillow and went back to sleep. At half past four, he was woken again by the same voices shouting at each other across the courtyard. They continued as he stuck his head out of the window, but had moved to below the entrance arch; and they carried on, loud enough for him to hear them out of his window on the other side. But there was no one else staying at Sissinghurst then apart from the three of us – and our children – and none of us was awake at that time of night, let alone shouting.

I love this story because it makes Sissinghurst so alive with its past. It’s not a spooky place, but when it’s quiet at night, it’s easy to sense the atmosphere that was here in its short sixteenth-century heyday and feel Vita and Harold’s presence from the 1930s, particularly in and around the South Cottage where they spent so much time.

It’s that history, the layering of the different eras in Sissinghurst’s life, that fed Vita’s imagination on her arrival – the foundation for her great love affair with the place. It’s inconceivable that she would have responded in the same way to a collection of walls and buildings that did not have this history seeping out of them. More so than Harold, who would probably have made his neoclassical garden scheme wherever they lived, the remains at Sissinghurst gave the link to the past that Vita felt as soon as she came here. There are three eras, the Elizabethan high point, followed by a long period of dilapidation, and then a Victorian moment of the best farming there has ever been. Each of these phases made its contribution to what Vita created here.

She did not love the twentieth century, but looked back to Elizabethan romance. Her heroes were Shakespeare and Sir Philip Sidney, and Knole, the house she was brought up in, redolent of the great age of Elizabethan glory. The fact that Sissinghurst had experienced such a similar rich, flamboyant moment made it perfect for her. In the sixteenth century there was a grand house, large enough to hold thirty-eight fireplaces (recorded in the seventeenth-century hearth tax) and stretching over three adjoining courtyards. It was built through the 1560s as a hunting palace at the centre of a newly made seven-hundred-acre deer park. Its creator was Richard Baker, son of Sir John Baker who had profited from the dissolution of the monasteries. When Sir John bought the place in 1530 there was a more modest medieval manor house (of unknown date). As a would-be courtier and Elizabethan gallant, Richard wanted something grander, fit for entertaining the queen. With his eye on a knighthood, he was aiming to lure Elizabeth and her court down from London.
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A drawing by Francis Grose from the 1760s showing Sissinghurst at its fullest extent.

We have a drawing by Francis Grose (1731–91), which Vita had on her wall, showing the full extent of the house, sketched two hundred years after it was built. The view is from the east – from the back – beyond the corner of the moat. The new buildings were enclosed by a moat on three sides, with the Tower in their centre (you can just see the pair of round roofs above the main bulk of the house). The Tower is still there, almost exactly as it was, except for a change in the shape of the turret roofs. The main bulk of the Tower has one room filling the whole of the central section and extending out into the southern turret on each floor, the first of which Vita adopted as her writing room. There is a staircase running up in the north turret, with three floors above the arch and a flat roof platform. At this top level there were two prospect towers, one on either side in each turret: these were viewing galleries, and the main reason for the Tower’s construction. From here, the ladies could watch the hunt while the men pursued their deer. Its height is just right for viewing the whole newly formed park. These windowed rooms, decrepit by the end of the eighteenth century, were removed a few decades later to make the place safe.
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An engraving by Richard Godfrey (c.1787) of the main court at Sissinghurst in its medieval heyday.

We have a print of another drawing, a copy of which is in Vita’s photo album, probably dating from the middle of the eighteenth century and published in Edward Hasted’s history of Kent, written in the 1780s. This shows the largest and grandest court of the Elizabethan mansion – the buildings you would have seen when you stood at the top of the steps at the base of the Tower. Reminiscent of an Oxford or Cambridge University quad, the middle courtyard had three decorated doorways on each side and one main entrance at the end. This linked onto the next court and the garden beyond.
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The Elizabethan wall and window on the Tower Lawn.

When I stand on the wide top step at the foot of the Tower, I can feel the scale of the sixteenth-century palace. It always impresses me how far away to the right the original Elizabethan walls are, with their characteristic fine bricks, large windows and arched doors, and I imagine the rooms that would have stood behind them. Sissinghurst is now a relatively small house – or more a family of buildings – but the remnants of the original manor show how grand it once was.

[image: image]

South Cottage in 1930, before the extension was added to the northern side to house the flower room and Harold’s bedroom above.

What is now called the South Cottage contains the rooms that formed the right-hand far corner of this, the largest of the courtyards. There is one main room at ground level and another immediately above it. It has additions (built by Vita and Harold in the 1930s), but the original rooms give a clear idea of what the rest of the house would have looked and felt like. The downstairs is panelled now, with wide reclaimed-oak floorboards used for the walls as well as the floor, done when Vita and Harold’s twentieth-century additions were made, so this room is more difficult to read, but the upstairs chamber is largely unchanged. This was Vita’s bedroom, chosen by her for its bony Elizabethan grandeur; it has a large arched stone fireplace, covered over when Vita and Harold bought it, greying oak beams showing flecks of plaster, and wide oak floorboards.
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Vita’s bedroom in South Cottage, in the early 1960s (you can see a detail of the wooden settle and its cushions on p. 50). This room looks almost exactly the same today.

Of all the rooms in Sissinghurst, this room connects most immediately with its Elizabethan past. The original red bricks are a gentle colour, with lots of smoky pink-purple as a coating over the harsher terracotta, revealed in the odd brick that is softer and has worn away; and there’s the occasional end-on tile shoved in. All the original walls have a creamy ancient lime mortar – soft and crumbly, wavering up and down and going broader then narrower along each seam. The bricks are fine, long, but narrow, their faces less than two-thirds the size of a modern brick, and many of them are pockmarked and irregular, cracked and holed over their entire surface. The 1930s changes tried to mimic the look of the older walls – and it was done well – but they don’t have the same irregularities and soft dustiness of the Elizabethan.
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The Priest’s House seen from the Tower with the rambler rose ‘Flora’ tumbling out of the prunus tree by the front door – a Vita addition in the 1950s.

The Priest’s House and the barn are other bits of the Elizabethan house that remain. The so-called Priest’s House was built to the north of the main buildings as a banqueting house for guests to look out over the garden and park. One theory for its name is that because the Bakers were high-class crypto-Catholics in a part of Kent that was fiercely Protestant, the name Priest’s House was given to this isolated building as a sort of sneer by the locals about ‘them up there not being like us’.
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June 1930. The Elizabethan barn and Victorian piggery, now the National Trust shop.

The Elizabethan barn is a handsome, hugely tall building, just one great space for storing the hay cut from the meadows around it, a landmark you can see from the north and east several miles away. It’s a building on a magnificent scale, yet its bricks are the same narrow ones that form the Priest’s House, the Tower, the South Cottage and the ruined palace walls.

Queen Elizabeth and her entire court did indeed come to stay, in August 1573, soon after the palace had been completed. They stayed only three days, but Richard Baker’s ambitions were fulfilled and he was awarded a knighthood.

But the Bakers’ moment of glory – and Sissinghurst’s fortunes – were both short-lived. The family ended up on the wrong side in the Civil War. In 1644, Parliament found Sir Richard Baker’s grandson guilty of treachery. Things had already started to slide before that, his wife producing four daughters and no sons and each of them marrying people miles away – in Gloucestershire and Sussex. Within eighty years of its building, the palace at Sissinghurst was essentially deserted. Each daughter had inherited a quarter of the estate and it no longer belonged to one family, but became an asset to be exploited or ignored. Sissinghurst had been a sort of fantasy of beauty and delight – a perfect house in a perfect landscape – used for short visits and entertaining, but as family loyalties moved elsewhere even that use dropped away.
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Sissinghurst in 1760. An engraving by James Peak made from a drawing by one of the English officers.

Parliament had imposed a huge fine on the royalist Bakers, and a mortgage was arranged on the whole fifteen-thousand-acre Sissinghurst estate to try and raise the funds. By 1756, the debts were still mounting. The family’s solicitors decided to pay some of the mortgage by letting Sissinghurst to the government to house French naval prisoners during the Seven Years War. From 1756 to 1763 there was a huge shifting population living in the château, and with the French word came the origins of the name, Sissinghurst Castle. There are no exact records for how many, but between one and three thousand prisoners were housed here at any one time.
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Dated 1760, French prisoners-of-war are seen going about their daily chores on what is now the Tower Lawn. The Elizabethan palace is shown, enclosing the yard.

Given that number of people, the place must have been packed to the rafters, with the prisoners in appallingly crowded dormitories and cells. To distract themselves during the months and years of incarceration, some of them created objects they could sell to their guards, or to local people. There are still households around Sissinghurst that have these artefacts. Vita and Harold bought and collected a few. We have these now on our sitting-room windowsill – some dominoes and a decorated wood-veneered vanity box made from mutton bone, some beautifully carved wooden dogs, a wine-bottle stopper and a primitive ship in full sail. The box is made with precise and careful craftsmanship, but from materials that cost nothing – here was someone trying to while away the days until he could go home, or make something of maximum value from minimal materials that he could sell. On the base of one of the dogs there’s a label – ‘Carved by the French prisoners at Sissinghurst Castle in Kent in the 18th cen[tury]’. All of this would have been thrilling to Vita; so many lives led within the walls of the place she now inhabited.

The most invaluable and accurate portrayal of this moment – almost certainly by one of the French prisoners – is a naive watercolour of Sissinghurst, painted in 1761 in ink and dye. The National Trust bought the painting recently and it now sits in the Big Room, on the ground floor of the north range of the house. It has a childlike perspective, the figures in it much bigger than true scale, but it is a brilliantly detailed depiction of the whole place at the time. There is the entrance range, with its main arch at its centre and two subsidiary arches to left and right, all still here. There’s even the same pair of large oak doors in the entrance and the Tower arch, with a small wicket gate in the left-hand side, just as you see now. The Priest’s House and three courtyards are here too, opening up beyond, and the Tower with its three floors and flat roof, extending above its grand entrance arch. You can see all three arms of the moat and the paths of the Elizabethan garden to the northwest of the house. This was the typical place to site a garden at the time. The plants and the design would then be seen in the most flattering soft light from the house windows, with no southern glare.

This painting was not found until well after Vita’s death, but would have been a great thing for her to see, showing how unchanged many things are here since the eighteenth century and confirming what she suspected was the site of the Elizabethan garden, within the moat in Sissinghurst’s northeast corner. When Vita arrived in 1930 the place was overgrown, with few plants remaining, but she did find one thing that excited her – a rich, dark, velvety rose with a magnificent scent. The rose was where the Elizabethan garden had been – now the Orchard. Vita hoped and believed it had been growing there ever since the garden’s great sixteenth-century heyday. She named it the ‘Sissinghurst Castle Rose’ and took lots of cuttings to give away. It has since emerged that it is indeed a rose that may well have been grown in Elizabethan gardens – a Gallica variety, ‘Rose des Maures’.
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An ink and dye watercolour from 1761 of Sissinghurst, when it was used to house French prisoners during the Seven Years War. It shows, in faint outline, the Elizabethan garden layout, where Vita found her rose (see p. 16). Also shown are four ‘night soil’ carts, and the English guards in their sentry boxes with rifles and fixed bayonets.
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When the Seven Years War was over and the French prisoners were allowed to return home in 1763, Sissinghurst entered its next chapter. Accommodating so many people in such a confined space for those seven years had taken its toll, and by the end of this time the buildings were in a bad state. There is an inventory of the dilapidations of the house that record the buildings as ‘2/3 destroyed’.

Worse was to come. The drawing we have by Francis Grose, mentioned earlier (see p. 5), has two inscriptions on its reverse, the first where it came from – the Thomas Pennant and Earl of Denbigh Collection – the second, ‘Sisinghurst [sic] House, near Cranbrook, Kent, now burnt’.

The fire probably happened towards the end of the eighteenth century, but no one knows exactly when, and this explains why so little of the Elizabethan palace remains by the time we see it again in a painting from the 1820s. This shows the Tower – its roofs now pointy, not round – with only the thatched South Cottage just visible behind it. How the South Cottage rooms survived the fire is not clear, but the Tower, the front range and the Priest’s House were all separate from the grand courtyards. If fire romped through these vandalised parts of the hunting palace, it would be possible for the separate buildings to escape.

[image: image]

Sissinghurst in the mid-1820s. In 1796 the parish leased what remained of the building to use as a workhouse.

Sissinghurst’s disintegration, its melancholic dereliction, were part of its romance and beauty for Vita. If the palace had still been intact when she found it, it would have lacked the sense of lost glory and partial ruination she had been drawn to since she was a girl.

In 1796 the land at Sissinghurst and its remaining buildings were let to Cranbrook parish. It became the parish farm – the workhouse – where the unemployed were given work and housing. The farm did well – the land here is fertile – and it made a lot of money. We know that the parish hall of Cranbrook was built from the proceeds of Sissinghurst farm, nicknamed at the time the ‘old cow’ because you could always milk her.

The Cranbrook parish tenancy lasted until 1855, when the landlords (descended from the Bakers, but now called Cornwallis) decided to let it out to a gentry farmer, George Neve. Neve built a smart new farmhouse as soon as he arrived, while staying at Sissinghurst and renting the farm and buildings until 1903. He ran a good farm here, with a dairy herd, cornfields, hop gardens and fruit orchards. The growing and drying of hops was very profitable at the time, so he built the large oast houses and the new dairy (which is now the coffee shop) to the west of the main buildings. He housed his workers in the remains of the castle and grew vegetables in among the ruins, but he himself moved into his newly built farmhouse, now the Sissinghurst B and B.

This set the seal on the importance of Sissinghurst for Vita: land that had been beautifully managed and productive in the era of high-Victorian farming. She loved nothing more than the burgeoning land, the animals, the men, the Virgilian landscape where human life and enterprise were bound in with the soil.

[image: image]

The entrance gateway in the 1820s, when Sissinghurst was rented by Cranbrook parish.

In 1903, having been in the family for nearly four hundred years, the Cornwallises finally sold Sissinghurst. It was first bought by a family called Cheeseman, who farmed here until 1926. They then sold it to the Wilmshursts. Old Mr Wilmshurst died and his son put the house and the estate on the market, but this was at the pit of the agricultural depression when vast acreages of England were for sale. It sat unsold for two years, and it is then – in 1930 – that Vita and Harold enter the Sissinghurst story. The three phases of its history – the resplendent Elizabethan palace; the period of decline and abandonment; then a resurgence in the value of the land and the work done on it – were all key to Vita’s connection with the place. Together these made the almost perfect conditions for her vision of a garden.

[image: image]

The well-appointed Victorian farmhouse built by the Cornwallises’ tenant, George Neve.
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FINDING THE DREAM
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Picture by Edie Lamont – one of Vita’s lovers – given to Mary Stearns, the daughter of Vita’s farm tenant. This painting shows clearly the Sissinghurst Vita wanted to create – loose, free and romantic, with the Tower floating above it – a haven from the rest of the world.

Born in 1892, Vita, the only child of Lord and Lady Sackville, was brought up in one of the largest houses in England, Knole, just outside Sevenoaks, twenty miles from Sissinghurst. She was passionate about Knole. With its picture-encrusted galleries, its vast attics and endless corridors, it was her solitary childhood playground and had a strong hold on her throughout her life.

[image: image]

King Edward VII at a Knole house party in 1898.

We have a photograph of a typical Knole house party, of 1898/9: Vita, then a little girl, is sitting at the front, with King Edward VII (sitting down to the left), her grandfather Lionel, Lord Sackville (standing in the centre), her mother Victoria seated to the left of the King, and her father – another Lionel – the dapper man standing right at the back behind her mother. Vita hated this Edwardian grandeur – her novel The Edwardians is about just that, how much she disliked this time – but she had a passion for its older underlayers – not the sheeny Edwardian pleasure house her mother loved and polished, but the Elizabethan and seventeenth-century romance of Knole, the way its grey stones seemed so deeply rooted in its park, its huge ramblingness and a kind of romantic unknowability.

[image: image]

Vita, as a girl, with her father at Knole.

[image: image]

Vita in fancy dress in her early twenties.

Vita spent most of her childhood exploring the outer reaches of Knole. It was not the garden that interested her – which was a formal, Victorian, soulless place with lines of stick-like, heavily pruned Hybrid Perpetual roses and not much else – but the house and the beautiful rolling ancient park full of oak and walnut trees in which she could imagine Queen Elizabeth and Philip Sidney pursuing the deer. She was a tomboy, possessing her own khaki and armour, and had one or two friends from Sevenoaks that she treated like lieutenants and soldiers of her own toy army. In her teens she fell in love with a pretty young girl her own age called Rosamund Grosvenor, which was more a romantic friendship than a sexual affair.

Vita lived at Knole until her marriage to Harold Nicolson – a brilliant and charming young diplomat – in the chapel there on 1 October 1913, when she was twenty-one and he five years older. Vita continued to stay there often when Harold was working away. Soon after their marriage, he was sent briefly to Constantinople. Vita joined him for his less than six-month posting. They returned to England in 1914, where their eldest son Ben was born, and lived mainly in Ebury Street in London, but in the spring of 1915 they decided to buy a house in the country too. They chose a fourteenth-century cottage, Long Barn, only two miles from Knole, so Vita could then easily visit almost every day.

[image: image]

The wedding of Vita and Harold in the small private chapel at Knole, October 1913.

Only in her twenties did her understanding of her own sexuality deepen into the full-blown and wildly subversive love affairs which she continued to have through her thirties and forties. The most significant was with Violet Trefusis – a smart society girl and novelist – that in the years after the First World War and the birth of their second son Nigel very nearly destroyed Vita’s marriage to Harold; but it was the experience which, having survived it, meant that Vita remained bonded to Harold for the rest of her life.

[image: image]

Harold (left), Vita, Rosamund Grosvenor and Vita’s father, Lionel, in 1912.

Both of them were chronically unfaithful to each other, he largely with upper-class young men, she with a series of beautiful young women writers; and in the 1920s with Virginia Woolf, for whom Vita represented a daring and threateningly adventurous plunge into a world of aristocratic fleshliness by which she was half attracted and half repulsed.

Vita’s father died in 1928, but – as a woman – she could not inherit Knole. The house and estate passed to her Uncle Charlie and it became more difficult emotionally for her to go there. It was so close to Long Barn, where they had lived for fourteen years, and that was painful. On top of this, in 1929, Vita and Harold heard that the neighbouring farm had been sold and was to be developed with the addition of an intensive battery chicken farm. Neither of them liked the idea of this on their doorstep and both were keen to move.

The poet Dorothy – or Dotty – Wellesley, one of Vita’s longstanding girlfriends, had heard of a house that might interest Vita from a friend, Mr Beale, a land agent from Tunbridge Wells. The estate agent’s particulars were mainly to do with Mr Neve’s Victorian farmhouse, but at the end referred to ‘picturesque ruins in grounds’. On 4 April 1930, Dotty drove Vita and Nigel to Sissinghurst to have a look.
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An aerial photograph of Sissinghurst in 1932. The architectural structure is much the same today – the garden by the Priest’s House has just been laid out (the new paths can be seen) but the north wall of the Top Courtyard has not yet been built.
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Vita gives a fictional version of arriving here in her novel Family History, when the heroine Evelyn Jarrold is first taken to the home of her lover, Miles. They are coming by car at night: ‘the lane widened, and the fan of light showed up a group of oast-houses beside a great tiled barn; then it swung round on a long, low range of buildings with a pointed arch between two gables. Miles drove under the arch and pulled up. It was very dark and cold. The hard winter starlight revealed an untidy courtyard, enclosed by ruined walls, and opposite, an arrowy tower springing up to a lovely height with glinting windows.’ At another moment in the novel she describes ‘how the sunshine enriched the old brick walls with a kind of patina that turned them pink’; and ‘there was a peace within those high brick walls’.

[image: image]

A ‘snap’ of the Tower at Sissinghurst, as Vita found it in 1930.

Within minutes of arriving Vita was ‘flat in love with Sissinghurst’. ‘The place, when I first saw it on a spring day … caught instantly at my heart and my imagination. I fell in love at first sight … It was Sleeping Beauty’s Garden: but a garden crying out for rescue.’ Standing in the middle of the vegetable patch looking up to the Tower, she turned to twelve-year-old Nigel and said, ‘I think we shall be happy in this place.’ He was much less sure, but there was no discouraging Vita, now set on the path of her long relationship with Sissinghurst.

It fitted so well with her for many reasons. From the moment she arrived, she loved its general lack of smartness and its close relationship to the surrounding country. There was no ostentation – a dirty word – no pomposity, no lodge, no sweeping drive, no great gatehouse, just the few rough, decrepit buildings surrounded by her beloved Kentish Weald. She had great affection for the area around Sevenoaks: her childhood had been full of nutteries, apple and pear orchards and plenty of hop gardens, and Sissinghurst – not many miles away – felt just the same. All the more tempting, there was a nuttery included in the Sissinghurst site for sale.

[image: image]

Tomato plants growing in the Top Courtyard in the 1920s. The entrance arch is still blocked (see photograph on p. 36)

She loved Sissinghurst’s moat which, she said, ‘provided a black mirror of quiet water in the distance’, and its tower at the centre of the garden and visible from everywhere. Even as a child, Vita had dreamt of having her own tower, a solitary place in which she could write and reflect.

She loved the romance of the ruin and its crumbliness, the walls inviting a garden to be made within them, a garden that was not invented, for Sissinghurst was a real place in need of redemption. Vita and Harold had between them made a good garden at Long Barn but were both now ready to create something more ambitious. Vita had learnt a lot about plants in the last ten or fifteen years, and about the style in which she wanted to garden. On the first page of a notebook from Long Barn in 1916, she had written, ‘when and how to plant lilac? When wild thyme? Wild sedums? What other good rock things, bushy? Good climbing roses.’ In the following years she tried and tested many plants and combinations, and they had both become passionate and knowledgeable gardeners.

Vita never liked the brand-spanking-new, but rather things that had already clearly had a life, even if now slightly disintegrating (see the cushions on the bench in her bedroom on p. 50), and so this place – in its wrecked state – revealed itself more and more and by the minute as perfection. She liked the echoes of grandeur that she found here rather than grandeur itself. It’s perfectly possible, walking through the garden today, to imagine those first few hours she spent here looking into all the hidden corners, exploring the damp buildings, seeing from the top of the Tower the way Sissinghurst was deeply embedded in its own landscape, and almost feel a catch in the throat, the feeling of ‘think what we could do here – we could make a poem of this place’.
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Sissinghurst when Vita and Harold arrived in 1930 – the view from the Tower looking towards the Elizabethan barn.

When she researched the history, the bond tightened further. She found there had been a Knole and Sackville link with the people who had built Sissinghurst. Sir Richard Baker had a sister, Cicely, who was married to Thomas Sackville from Knole. Sir John Baker, Richard and Cicely’s father, who bought Sissinghurst in about 1530, was therefore Vita’s ancestor – her thirteenth great-grandfather – so there was even a genetic link between her family and this place she was now in. Lineage was one of Vita’s obsessions, so Sissinghurst seemed the perfect compensation for her loss of Knole. From very early on, she flew the Sackville flag and staked her ancestral claim. There was no doubt this was her place – it was her estate, the acres around which she could stride like any Sackville squire from the previous five or six centuries, woman or not. Harold never owned a stick or a blade of grass here. He recognised and in some ways celebrated her dominance. When she died Harold commissioned Reynolds Stone, the famous letterer, to carve a plaque: ‘Here lived V. Sackville-West who made this garden.’ There was no mention of him – not accurate, of course, as Harold was hugely important in the creation of the garden – but he made sure the point was strongly made.

[image: image]

Vita and her Tower. It was topped by the Sackville-West flag from the moment they arrived.

A series of photographs commissioned by Vita to illustrate Country Notes.
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The oast house with hop sacks.
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The hop garden.
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The arch of the Elizabethan barn, looking southwards to the six kiln oast house.

[image: image]

A Sissinghurst gate: push the top bar and the rest folds.

The die was cast: the person and the place had found – and would restore – each other. On 4 April, Harold wrote in his diary: ‘Vita telephones to say she has seen the ideal house – a place in Kent near Cranbrook.’ On 5 April, the day after Vita saw it, Ben and Harold took the train down to Staplehurst to visit Sissinghurst, and on the 6th Vita and Harold went back again. Harold wrote in his diary, ‘We walk round the fields to the brook and round by the wood. We come suddenly upon a nut walk and that settles it.’

Harold then wavered. In his entry for 13 April, a wet day on which they’d visited again, he writes, ‘it all looks big broken down and sodden’, and he tried to be momentarily sensible and say they could not afford it. He wrote to Vita on the 24th – half joking – that it was too expensive and needed too much done to make it habitable; and that ‘for the £30,000 it would end up costing [equivalent to perhaps £3 million today], we could buy a beautiful place replete with park, garage, h and c, central heating, historical association, and two lodges r and l’. But he knew that Vita and Sissinghurst were now an inevitable partnership and he too rapidly fell for its charms. He says in the same letter, ‘let’s go ahead and buy it’. On 6 May 1930 her offer was accepted and she bought it with the adjoining Victorian farmhouse and the five-hundred-acre farm.

Their friends and children – to start with – thought they were crazy. As their friend the writer Raymond Mortimer wrote, ‘we all thought Sissinghurst a gloomy place in hideous flat country, with commonplace cottages and no view and couldn’t think why they wanted it’. Mortimer – like the boys – loved his comfy weekends at Long Barn and was bemused, but Vita and Harold were raring to go.
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A charcoal drawing by Carolus-Duran of Vita, aged fourteen, at Knole in July 1906.

As she says in her poem ‘Sissinghurst’, written in 1931 and dedicated to Virginia Woolf:



A tired swimmer in the waves of time

I throw my hands up: let the surface close:

Sink down through centuries to another clime,

And buried find the castle and the rose.

Buried in time and sleep,

So drowsy, overgrown,

That here the moss is green upon the stone,

And lichen stains the keep.

Here, tall and damask as a summer flower,

Rise the brick gable and the springing tower;

Invading Nature crawls

With ivied fingers over rosy walls …

Wherein I find in chain

The castle, and the pasture, and the rose.





Vita had found a place in which they – and particularly she – would feel intensely at home. It was a forgotten place: its past, the sense all around her of the Elizabethan buildings; its present, the farm; and the garden she would make in it – its future.

[image: image]

Harold on his first-ever visit in spring 1930 – the entrance arch was blocked and the place was derelict.
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SISSINGHURST’S DESIGN
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Harold at the time he and Vita arrived at Sissinghurst.

It’s well known that the garden at Sissinghurst was the joint creation of Vita and Harold. He had a genius for structural design, making a series of axial vistas and enclosed ‘rooms’ that fitted both expertly within the site they had found, and together as a geometrically divided whole. Vita then filled those rooms with her own particular planting style.

They bought Sissinghurst as much for the possibility of making a garden in its Elizabethan ruins as for its being a house in which they could live. A conventional house – with living, eating and sleeping all under the same roof – was not one of their priorities. Vita and Harold had previously had the idea of living at Bodiam Castle, which had been on the market in 1925; their vision of life there involved each of them living in one of the turrets, one for Vita, one for Harold and one for each of their sons, Ben and Nigel. The four of them could occasionally meet in the open courtyard in the middle.

This is hardly what most of us think of as the basis for family life – the children were fourteen and twelve in 1930 – but the idea suited them and Sissinghurst fitted this vision well. Once installed there, Harold spent the weekdays in London and the boys were away at school, but when everyone was there, the arrangement would allow for privacy and work and they could all just meet each other for meals, a garden linking each building into a home. They had the perfect empty canvas. Of all the gardens I’ve seen, only Ninfa, about forty miles southeast of Rome – a garden also created in a ruin (and with a broad limestone stream running through its heart) – comes anywhere near.
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