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Springing to life
The Water Garden was 

one of the first features 
Beth and Andrew Chatto 

created at their new 
home in the 1960s. 

Taking advantage of a 
spring-fed ditch, they 

made a series of ponds, 
now home to moisture-
loving plants including 

Iris, Pontederia cordata 
and impressively exotic 
Thalia dealbata with its 

long flower stems above 
blue-green leaves.

The concept of using plants adapted to, and in harmony with, local 
conditions was a radical one when Beth Chatto vmh began experimenting 

with her Essex garden 55 years ago. Today, the inspiring results on show at 
this RHS Partner Garden make it perhaps the most influential of all »

Author: Phil Clayton, Assistant Editor, The Garden. Photography: Neil Hepworth
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Beth Chatto Gardens

Potted displays on the house terrace 
The simple house and modest terraces are on a familiar 
scale; groupings of pots of Agave, Sparrmannia, Dahlia 
and others are easily replicated by garden visitors.

Views across the Water Garden 
Marginal plants including Thalia dealbata hide pond 
edges, while careful placement of trees frame and, 
in the case of a sunlit Betula, even form focal points. 

Ebb and flow of the Gravel Garden
Conceived as a horticultural experiment where no irrigation is provided, this area is  
a triumph. Inspired by a dry river bed, herbaceous plants have space to expand in 
summer and, with a backbone of woody plants, knit together in visual harmony.

Borders fringing the Long Shady Walk
Impressive island borders make the transition between open sweeps in the 
Water Garden and the Long Shady Walk behind. Plantings of Eupatorium, 
Lythrum and Symphyotrichum (aster) greet the last days of summer.

✤  1960: Beth and Andrew Chatto 
begin their new home. House built, 
terraces and steps constructed.

✤  1965: first of four ponds in Water 
Garden completed.

✤  1967: nursery started; planting of 
Long Shady Walk begins.

✤  1976: Beth Chatto starts work on 
her first book The Dry Garden; 
Reservoir Garden started.

✤  1977: Beth Chatto wins her first 
Gold Medal for her exhibit at the 
RHS Chelsea Flower Show.

✤  1982: The Damp Garden published.
✤  1987: the Great Storm topples 

numerous trees in the garden.
✤  1988: Beth Chatto receives the RHS 

Victoria Medal of Honour (vmh).
✤  1990: Woodland Garden started.
✤  1991: development of a new  

Gravel Garden on the site of an  
old car park begins.

✤  1999: Scree Garden developed on 
site of old Mediterranean Garden.

✤  2013: Beth Chatto celebrates her 
90th birthday.

History of the gardens  i
t is hard to overstate the horticultural significance 
of Beth Chatto’s garden at Elmstead Market in 
Essex. The concept she has long championed, that 
of using plants naturally evolved to suit conditions 
found in our gardens, is now so ingrained into our 

collective gardening psyche it seems incredible that such 
ideas were ever thought of as unusual. 

That Beth was influenced by both her late husband 
Andrew Chatto, with his interest in natural plant 
communities, and by great plantsman Sir Cedric Morris, 
with his discerning eye for a good plant, is well 
documented. Indeed, garden writer Mary Keen described 
her as ‘the first ecological gardener’. Making the link 
between deft plantsmanship and plant ecology has been 
Beth’s gift to horticulture. But an ethos is one thing, to 
create a beautiful garden where your convictions are 
proved time and time again is quite another – this garden 
has been a horticultural game changer and its success 
means, as another gardening writer Stephen Anderton 
put it, this is the way ‘most people want to garden now’.

Yet success does not come easily. This part of Essex is 
the driest part of the UK. Rainfall totals for June and July 
when I visited in 2014 (by no means a dry year) were 
16mm and 15.7mm respectively, the garden receiving an 
average of 508mm (20in) annually. To put that in context, 
west coast gardens expect 1,000mm (39in) or more.

Horticultural experiment
Visitors experience one of the great highlights of the 
2.4ha (6 acre) garden on arrival. Through a protective 
conifer hedge, which helps shelter the site from freezing 
winter winds, is the Gravel Garden. This to me stands as 
the ultimate expression of Beth Chatto’s confidence in  
all she has learned from a lifetime in gardening. 

Planted in spring 1992, the 3,000sq m (¾ acre) site  
had previously been a car park; soil here is free-draining 

sand and gravel, and in summer is often parched, dust dry. 
The droughts of the 1970s showed Beth that at times when 
gardens most need water, hosepipes cannot be relied on, 
so this was to be an experiment, a garden that would 
never be watered, although added compost and gravel 
mulch helps soil hold on to any moisture it receives.

As the garden was being planted, I doubt anyone could 
have imagined that an area shaped by frugality would 
provide such generous results. With its meandering 

planting (fittingly inspired by a dry river bed), the chirp  
of grasshoppers ringing in the still, arid air, and that 
distinctive smell of heat, the garden when I visited in 
August after weeks without rain, was sublime: the effects 
heightened by drought. Clumps of Agapanthus flaunted 
their rounded heads of blue flowers – I particularly 
admired deep blue A. ‘Midnight Star’ – while more colour 
came from a haze of Verbena bonariensis and dainty 
Gaura lindheimeri, its white blooms fluttering like a 
cloud of butterflies beside sun-bleached panicles of grass 
Stipa calamagrostis. Closer to the gravel, dancing daisies 
of Erigeron karvinskianus and clouds of purple 
Origanum laevigatum ‘Hopleys’ contrasted with silver 
carpets of Stachys and Ballota pseudodictamnus. 

A key lesson taught here is in planting densities; I now 
see most gravel gardens as overplanted. In Beth’s Gravel 
Garden, individuals are given space to allow their natural 
form to be seen to best advantage, yet together they still 
make a picture. As plants develop in spring, gaps between 
shrink until drought limits further development. 

A backbone of trees and shrubby plants runs through 
the planting. Genista aetnensis showers yellow flowers, 
Cistus and Euphorbia characias are superb earlier on, 
while flowering Yucca gloriosa holds court over its own 
island bed. A now towering Eucalyptus lends its mottled 
trunk and resinous aroma to the proceedings, too. But 

Steps to the 
house (above) 
gently ascend a 
sunny slope, itself 
cascading with 
drought-loving 
Mediterranean 
plants. From a 
distance, the 
house blends  
into the planting. »
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it is interesting how little of the magic is actually provided 
by showy blooms even at this stage. Seedheads abound 
and many last to provide interest into winter: candelabras 
of Verbascum, prickly stars of choice thistle Berkheya 
purpurea, spears of Nepeta tuberosa, whorls of Phlomis 
tuberosa ‘Amazone’ and the waving panicles of grass 
Ampelodesmos mauritanicus.

Amid the heat and dust, though, I appreciated touches 
of freshness some plants manage to provide, especially 
glorious blue-leaved Melianthus major, lime-green 
mounds of Euphorbia seguieriana and rafts of bold-
leaved Bergenia, which include a Chatto speciality, B. ‘Mrs 
Crawford’ with crimped leaves and white spring flowers.

For most gardeners, seeing the results of this glorious 
experiment is simply a ‘eureka’ moment.

Down to the Water Garden
A monumental oak marks the entrance to the Water 
Garden, an area of lushness and luxuriance, thanks to the 
spring that feeds a series of ponds created by Beth and 
her husband soon after they settled here. The ponds lie in 
a shallow dip. To one side on rising ground sits the house: 
simple, low and unobtrusive with a small terrace and 
partially concealed by a fine Pseudolarix amabilis, its 
deciduous foliage yet to turn gold for autumn. Below, wide 
grassy paths create a cool, relaxed feel and separate the 
ponds, their broad margins filled with moisture-loving 
plants. Bold foliage abounds: Gunnera tinctoria, umbrella-
leaved Darmera peltata (which develops fine autumn 
tints), clumps of Phormium with contrasting sword-like 

leaves, Datisca cannabina with its drooping flower 
tassels, and impressive fern Osmunda regalis. A notable 
success and proving hardy in the ponds is arresting  
Thalia dealbata, a tall water plant with bold, glaucous, 
oar-shaped foliage and sprays of powdery violet flowers 
that have a curious habit of catching insects. 

Across from the house, on rising ground the other  
side of the ponds, is the Long Shady Walk. This is 
informally separated from the Water Garden by large  
and impressively planted island beds, home to clumps  
of Eupatorium, Persicaria, Lythrum and a pollarded 

Head Gardener Åsa Gregers-Warg (left) explains  
Beth Chatto’s planting style and design philosophy:
‘Beth has been influenced by ikebana, the Japanese art of 
arranging flowers, learned from her days as a florist. Ikebana 
places importance on simple lines, balance, harmony and 

simplicity, using an asymmetrical triangle as a basis to create an outline.  
Beth groups her plants in a similar fashion; often several “triangles” are placed 
to interlock – this works well even with when planting small areas.

‘Start with core plants to form a backbone, making sure there is height and 
shape even in winter. Use vertical plants to create an apex, bushier ones for 
the middle layer and spreading ones at the base. Repetition of colour, shape 
and form ensures 
harmony, creates 
rhythm and guides 
the eye. The 
emphasis is on 
texture and 
contrasting form,  
as well as variations 
in foliage colour. 
Beth taught me the 
importance of trees, 
to lead the eye 
upwards; she calls it 
“painting the sky”.’

Planting the Chatto way

50m (165ft)

N

The vertical shape of a fastigiate Taxus forms 
an apex, balanced by a contrasting fern and 

white-flowered Selinum wallichianum.

Visiting details
Address: The Beth Chatto Gardens, Elmstead Market, Colchester, 
Essex CO7 7DB. Tel: 01206 822007. Website: www.bethchatto.co.uk
Gardens open: 9am–5pm, Monday–Saturday, March–October 
(Sundays 10am). Gardens close at 4pm, October–
February. Closed 24 Dec–5 Jan. 
Facilities: parking, nursery, shop and tearoom.  
No dogs. Partial wheelchair access.

✤ An RHS Partner Garden  
offering free access to  
members Nov–March;  
See RHS Members’ 
Handbook 2015, 
p70, or visit:  
www.rhs.org.uk/
partnergardens

✤ 23 Sept: Gravel 
Garden event  
with Garden 
Director Dave Ward:  
see Diary, p96

Form here is provided by  
statuesque Cynara, contrasting  
with rounded shapes of shrubs.

Gravelled glory
By August in the Gravel 
Garden, much interest 
comes from contrasting 
shapes and textures of 
plants. Agapanthus, 
oregano and verbena 
provide flowers but 
seedheads of Ferula, 
Ampelodesmos and 
Allium, together with 
foliar interest from Yucca 
and Euphorbia are  
more important.

HOUSE

NURSERy

Water Garden

Gravel Garden

Woodland Garden

Long Shady 
Walk

Reservoir 
Garden
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Right plant, right place
1  Pineapple lilies thrive in the free-draining 

Scree Garden, here purple-leaved Eucomis 
comosa ‘Sparkling Burgundy’ beside the  
more familiar green E. comosa.
2  In moist shade, grass Hakonechloa macra 

‘All Gold’ forms a delicious association with the 
rich blue flowers of Gentiana asclepiadea. 
3  In shallow water, exotic-looking Thalia 

dealbata is a great success, forming impressive 
clumps and bearing heads of blue flowers. 
4  In the arid Gravel Garden, an Agave, bedded 
out for summer, sunbathes with Origanum and 
Sedum telephium ‘Purple Emperor’. 43

1 2

I was. The Gravel Garden in particular is extraordinary,  
a place where the beauty of individual plants and the 
whole splendid bigger picture can be admired, both 
aesthetically and more cerebrally, by way of the beautiful 
adaptions that so many great garden plants have 
developed to help them survive.

With her inspiring garden Beth Chatto addresses the 
problems of gardeners comprehensively, and above all 
sustainably, for here she shows there is a solution for 
every ‘problem’ area, teaching us that nowhere need 
really be a problem at all. In the end, the plants hold the 
answers – it seems we just need someone to show us.

golden Catalpa. The walk itself is a corridor of shade 
under old oaks. Here ferns, hostas, hellebores and other 
woodland gems flourish. In one larger area, an expanse of 
Symphytum – excellent ground cover – had been recently 
sheared. The slight regrowth allowed flowers of Cyclamen 
hederifolium to peek through. Later, goblets of colchicums 
(autumn crocus) will arise: simple but clever planting. 

Going forward
As I walked from the Water Garden towards the Reservoir 
Garden, I enjoyed the tangerine spires and lush foliage of 
Hedychium densiflorum ‘Assam Orange’ with black-eyed, 
yellow daisies of Rudbeckia. Beyond, on a shady slope, 
thrive delicate treasures such as Paris polyphylla, with its 
whorls of foliage, sinister Arisaema and sapphire-flowered 
Gentiana asclepiadea. Where the path opens out at the 
top, drifts of asters jostle with fountains of Miscanthus, 
fronted by more bergenias. This is the Reservoir Garden, 
currently a series of island beds which, over the next year 
or two, the team plans to redevelop into one border. 

There is so much more. The Woodland Garden is 
delightful in spring but for summer another area of bone-
dry shade where, despite all, oak trunks stay verdant with 
climbers such as Hydrangea, Japanese anemones bloom, 
and golden privet proves what a versatile plant it can be, 
illuminating darkest, rootiest shade. Back by the house, 
the Scree Garden with raised beds and a fine Judas tree, 
clothed in purple blooms in spring, makes a home for  
tiny treasures, such as fine collections of Sempervivum.

I once said the gardens here lack drama; how wrong  

Foliage, flowers, 
seedheads and 
tree bark unite by 
late summer to 
form an intricate 
tapestry of 
interest in the 
Gravel Garden 
(above). The 
appeal of this 
area continues 
through much  
of the year, even 
into winter.

»Profile of Beth Chatto plants


