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RHS Garden Hyde Hall

Hyde Hall
RHS Garden

RHS Garden Hyde Hall in Essex celebrates  
20 years of Society ownership in 2013,  
during which it has been transformed into a 
distinctive and exceptionally diverse garden
Author: Ian Le Gros, Curator, RHS Garden Hyde Hall

today and tomorrow
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 H
yde Hall occupies a 
clay hill some 46m 
(150ft) above sea level 
in Essex, just a few 
miles from the tidal 

River Crouch and the Thames Estuary. 
This means we are not far from the 
coast, and in what is perceived to be 
one of the driest locations in the UK. 

There has been a settlement on 
this hill for centuries: the earliest 
record is in the Domesday Book of 
1086. Water from several springs, 
wide views and many woods 
surrounding it long made the hill an 
ideal place to live. By 1716 the tithe 
map shows that Hyde Hall Estate had 
become a 400ha (1,000 acre) farm.

Making a garden
Farming was what attracted Dick and 
Helen Robinson to move to Hyde 
Hall, he having retired from medical 
practice in 1955. As the farmhouse 
needed a kitchen garden – which 
they wanted to create at the back of 
the house – gardening soon became 
a form of archaeology with the 
uncov ering of an old stable floor. 
They made the kitchen garden 
around this floor, and so began  
Hyde Hall Garden.

Artfully combining drought-
resistant plants from  

many areas, the Dry Garden 
succeeds in creating an 

unashamedly exotic, yet still 
naturalistic, scene in southern 

Essex. Cortaderia and Stipa 
gigantea blend with Zauschneria 

californica, Euphorbia and 
Verbena bonariensis. 

When the Dry Garden was 
extended in 2011, gentler 
changes of level helped it meld 
into the surrounding country.

»

m
a

in
 im

a
G

e
: R

H
S / n

e
il

 H
e

p
w

o
R

t
H

; in
Se

t: R
H

S / G
e

o
R

G
i m

a
b

e
e

RHS / lee beel

When the Dry Garden was 
extended in 2011, gentler 
changes of level helped it meld 
into the surrounding country.
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Through the 1960s, the Robinsons 
created further garden areas (such  
as Hermione’s Garden, and the 
Woodland Garden to the east of the 
house). The first attempt at planting 
the woodland garden failed, as then-
fashionable rhododendrons were 
planted on unsuitably alkaline soil.  
It was at this point that they 
approached the RHS for advice on 
their rhododendrons – and so began 
the relation ship between the 
Robinsons and the Society that 

The Robinson 
Garden

The Robinson Garden, created in 2006 and 
2007, was named after the couple who 
created Hyde Hall as a lasting memory of 
their influence in the area where Hyde Hall 

garden started. A plant collector’s 
garden with a fantastic collection 
of bold and choice perennials, 
including Roscoea, Darmera, 
Hepatica and Dicksonia antarctica 
(soft tree fern), planted in three 
bog gardens with varying 
moisture content. Above the 
plantings two bridges allow the 
visitor to walk above the plants 
for an unusual viewpoint.

today

Key plants: Roscoea, Darmera peltata, 
Hepatica, Dicksonia antarctica

resulted, in 1992, in Hyde Hall  
being bequeathed to the RHS,  
with responsibility passing to the 
Society in 1993. 

By this stage the garden was 10ha 
(24 acres) with 6.5ha (16 acres) of 
borders and lawns, and a collection 
of Malus either side of an Acer 
saccharinum avenue bordered by 
the entrance and exit roads. It 
remained surrounded by farmland, 
and still had the working grain drier 
for the farm in its middle.

Challenging conditions
The soil at Hyde Hall is heavy, elastic 
clay, with pH ranging from 5.8 to a 
fairly alkaline 8, varying in texture in 
pockets – partly the legacy of the 
many years the site has been farmed. 
Most of the rain (our annual average 
is 600mm/24in) falls during winter, 
making the soil cold, wet and heavy 
to work. We stay off it until we have 
had at least two days of dry weather. 
Then, within three or four weeks  
of the end of winter’s wet, we 

Hyde Hall through the years
18th century  
Existing 
farmhouse 
constructed

1955  
Estate bought by 
Helen and Dick 
Robinson. Hilltop 
Garden takes shape.

1993 
Hyde Hall  
donated to  
the RHS

2009  
New visitor 
centre and 
entrance 
building

1960s – 1970s 
Woodland and 
Rose Gardens 
planted

2006  
Robinson 
Garden 
started

1998  
Clover Hill 
plantings

2000 Dry 
Garden started
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1963  
Shelter belts 

planted

2011  
Dry 
Garden 
extended

The Robinson Garden swells in 
July (main picture) with Astrantia, 
Euphorbia, Darmera, Rheum and 
Actaea simplex Atropurpureum 
Group. Ligularia przewalskii (inset) 
enjoys a lush corner with tree ferns.

In 2001, under then curator Matthew 
Wilson, the Hyde Hall Dry Garden was 
established, and it has become one of 
the best-known areas of the garden. 
It shows how great gardens can exist 
in Essex on rainfall alone. We only 
water to establish new plantings, 
which tends to be from mid-April to 
mid-May to make best use of spring 
moisture. A watering can is used for 
tightly controlled application. 

Doubling up
Based on the success of the original 
planting, we decided to extend the 
Dry Garden to twice its size, using 
the site of the old plant centre. 

We chose the same rocks and 
materials to give a cohesive feel to 
the two areas. A large path weaves 
through them; as well as this main 
access there are several paths 
cutting through the plantings, 
allowing visitors to immerse them-
selves in the garden and see the 
plants up close. The new levels we 
created are less dramatic than in the 
original garden, but this is where  
the Hilltop Garden gently meets  
its landscape, which rolls away far 
into the distance.

Experimenting with hardiness
Through the last two tough winters, 
we lost some of the more-tender 
plants. Our basic principle is now to 
choose 70 percent of our plants to 
be reliably hardy and make the back-
bone; 20 percent of our choices push 
the boundaries of what is thought to 

be hardy. We hope to have 
interesting, positive results through 
smaller microclimates being created. 
The final 10 percent of the planting is 
yet more experimental and tender. 
We accept we will have failures, and 
the odd surprise, in pushing the limits 
of received wisdom and widening 
the plant collection of the garden.

Agave americana is one of the plants 
that does demonstrate success within 
the ‘borderline 20 percent’. We used 
to plunge individuals in containers 
for summer and take them in every 
year (cursing their spikes as we did 
so, as plants got ever heavier to lift). 
In 2004, we left them outdoors all 
year, and most have been there ever 
since. Certainly they have a weather-
beaten look about them come spring, 
with soft rotting leaves needing 
removal, but this is purely cosmetic 
as they continue to grow happily.

From March through to early 
October the Dry Garden plants give 
colour. Helleborus argutifolius is one 
of the earliest in March, followed 
through the months by euphorbias 
such as E. myrsinites and E. characias 
subsp. wulfenii ‘Lambrook Gold’, 
Anchusa azurea ‘Loddon Royalist’, 
Eryngium (sea hollies) and statuesque 
grey, woolly Verbascum olympicum 
and V. bombyciferum. A late burst of 
colour comes from Zauschneria and 
Ceratostigma plumbaginoides with 
Nerine bowdenii. Through winter a 
wonderful texture descends onto 
the garden, gracing sere stems  
until the onset of spring.

dry Garden extensiontoday

Late summer in the new half  
of the Dry Garden, which  
was completed last year. 

Vegetable Garden

Plans are unfolding rapidly for a new vegetable garden 
for Hyde Hall, which will be a 50m (165ft) diameter 
circle divided into four planting zones. These will be 
based on the major foodstuffs of the world, to a plan 
designed by Xa Tollemache. 

The sections will be European, South American, 
North American and Asiatic. As well as new and 
exciting vegetables being grown at Hyde Hall, that we 
hope will broaden people’s palates as well as gardening 
tastes, we intend to explain the often-obscure origins 
and development of vegetables now regarded as 
‘traditional’. Work is due to start next year.

tomoRRow

Key plants: a diversity of Oriental, 
European and New World edible crops

»

The new vegetable 
garden will be sited in 

the current nursery area.
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Late summer in the new half  
of the Dry Garden, which  
was completed last year. 
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Ongoing 
developments  
at Hyde Hall
Australia and  
New Zealand Garden
We are replanting the Australian and 
New Zealand Garden, which suffered 
heavy plant losses in the last two 
exceptionally cold and wet winters. 
Inspired by a visit to London’s Olympic 
Park, the new planting is using some  
of the great textural shrubs of the 
Antipodes – hebes, grevilleas and 
Ozothamnus, for example – as low 
clipped informal hedges, through which 
perennial combinations of numerous 
Carex, Xerochrysum (syn. Bracteantha) 
and Anigozanthos will be threaded.

The Lake
Formed in 2010 from 
puddled clay, and 
taking two years to 
fill, the 8.2 million 
litre (1.8 million 
gallon) lake acts as 
strong statement  
in the landscape, 
balancing the effect of 
the visitor centre and 
acting as a draw on leaving the 
building. We added marginal plants 
around the banks, inserting plug plants 
into coir matting. Iris ensata, Caltha 
palustris and Osmunda regalis were 
planted in 2012 and these are now 
growing away well. Tree planting 
around the lake will follow this autumn, 
using weeping willows, cherries, 
Taxodium (swamp cypress) 
Metasequoia (dawn redwood) and 
Nyssa sylvatica.

start to notice cracking of the drying 
soil and are already thinking about 
irrigating certain areas. 

On its hilltop, Hyde Hall is 
certainly exposed. Recent winters 
have been cold, down to ‑8�c (18�f) 
but, being a stone’s throw from the 
east coast, chill Siberian winds can 
be brutal. Summer days, conversely, 
can reach 33�c (91�f), but the coastal 
breeze usually helps, for conditions 
at Hyde Hall are seldom dead calm. 
The strongest prevailing winds are 
from the south west. They can bring 
rain, or make a winter’s day feel 
quite warm. Due to our hilltop 

Visiting  
RHS Garden  
Hyde Hall
RHS Garden Hyde Hall, 
Creephedge Lane, Chelmsford, 
Essex CM3 8ET (for sat nav use 
CM3 8RA); 0845 265 8071;  
www.rhs.org.uk/hydehall
Open: All year except 
Christmas Day. Mar to Oct 
10am–6pm (to 4pm, Nov–Feb) 
✤ For events this month at 
Hyde Hall, see Diary, p94.
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The Cottage 
Garden.

location, we need to manage the 
wind by planting new windbreaks as 
well as trees further out in the 
landscape and smaller wind‑
breaking plants within the garden.

Hyde Hall is a garden that has gone 
through many changes, and will 
continue to evolve, showing the best 
of gardening in East Anglia on what 
is a challenging soil and site. At the 
same time, we enjoy a great location, 
where the garden embraces its 
landscape and the landscape leads 
you to explore a special garden.
✤ Members‑only late‑night openings 
at Hyde Hall this month: see p94.

Courtyard Gardenstomorrow

The Modern 
Country Garden.
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Adjoining the visitor centre, built in 2009, 
Hyde Hall gardeners designed and 
created (in conjunction with contractors) 
two new courtyard gardens. These plots 
have connected, but distinct, styles. 

The first, set close to the building, is a 
Cottage Garden, a wonderful, jumbled, 
merry chaos of planting. Early in the 
season, tulips are colourful and plentiful, 
Hesperis, wallflowers and forget-me-nots 
billow freely, while Taxus baccata (yew) 
gives anchoring structure. They will be 
clipped into large connected spheres.  
We clothe hazel pyramids with sweet  
peas and runner beans. 

Next door, and connected by two paths 
but separated by a hornbeam hedge 
(which also encloses the gardens), is the 
Modern Country Garden, where groups 

of perennials grow in clear blocks that 
lock together. We use yew and Pyrus 
salicifolia (silver leaf pear) for main 
structures. Thalictrum delavayi, Eryngium 
bourgatii, and Penstemon all feature, 
while a large planting of golden grass 
Deschampsia cespitosa ‘Goldgehänge’ 
(often sold as Golden Shower), 
punctuated by Crocosmia and Dierama 
pulcherrimum, acts as an unusual and 
striking centrepiece.

These two new, more domestically 
scaled gardens give the visitor an early 
garden experience, and will be added to 
as we work to connect them to the more-
extensive plantings on Clover Hill. The 
plan is for the visitor to feel they have 
arrived in the garden as soon as they have 
come through the entrance.
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