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Introduction 

 

In May 2015 I travelled with seven other students from RHS Wisley to the eastern 

United States to undertake a horticultural study tour of 14 gardens in 13 days.  We 

had organised a tour that took us to Pennsylvania for one week, and New York for 

another during which time we visited a wide range of gardens including botanic 

gardens, public parks, public display gardens, private gardens, community food 

growing gardens and a rooftop farm in the centre of New York.  We were lucky 

enough to have made great contacts within these gardens before travelling and at 

each garden we were greeted by senior staff and given excellent tours of the 

gardens as well as given many opportunities to discuss the management of the 

organisations. 

 

The main purpose of the trip was to gain an understanding of horticulture in this 

part of the United States by looking carefully at the horticultural standards and 

techniques being used in order to reflect and improve our own horticultural 

practice.  We were also keen to consider how horticulture fitted into the wider 

social and cultural context – in other words, how horticulture was engaging with 

the general public and how it was staying relevant and attractive to people as a 

subject and as an activity.  

 

Our full itinerary was as follows: 

 

Week One 

 

1. Morris Arboretum 

2. Longwood 

3. Mount Cuba 

4. Winterthur 

5. Chanticleer 

6. Scott Arboretum 

7. Charles’ Cresson’s Garden 

 

Week Two 

 

8. New York Botanic Garden 

9. Brooklyn Botanic Garden 

10. Wave Hill 

11. Central Park 

12. High Line 

13. Battery Park 

14. Grange Farm Rooftop Garden 
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We had a fantastic trip and learnt such an enormous amount during our trip and 

experienced so many new plants, people and ideas that we were happily 

exhausted by the time we came home.  The purpose of this report is to provide a 

brief overview of some of the gardens we visited and to set out some of the 

highlights from each garden. 
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Morris Arboretum 

The Morris Arboretum began life as the summer home for the Morris family in the 

1880s.  They travelled extensively across America, Asia and Europe and had a keen 

passion and interest in plants many of which they brought back from their travels 

to plant in their summer home.  Alongside their own collections, they were very 

much connected to other plant hunters at the time, including  E. H. Wilson and 

there are today several trees on the site grown from Wilson’s own seed – which 

was incredibly exciting for us on our visit. 

 

In 1932, the estate was bequeathed to the University of Pennsylvania and 

continues to be used as a learning resource for both university and public.  The 

estate is about 90acres and contains over 2,500 accessioned plants covering 2,500 

taxa.  It is laid out in a parkland style, including an area of ‘English Park’ and a 

Japanese Garden and the garden contains many original water features from when 

it was the summer home of the Morris family. 

 

For me, the highlights including the seeing the native red-bed Cercis canadensis in 

flower.  We spotted frequently this along the motorways from the airport to our 

hotel but this was our first close up look and the colour was incredible.  Such a 

vibrant kick-off to the spring display here. 
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Figure 1 Cercis canadensis in flower at the Morris Arboretum – the colour was incredible, a light, clean 

bright pink unlike any other shade of this colour I have seen.  Here the pea-like flowers are breaking 

out of all along the old wood to give a spectacular display. 

The other feature that really caught my attention with its graceful simplicity and 

apparent ‘naturalism’ was a grove of Metasequoia glyptostroboides.  These were 

grown from seed collected by a visiting Chinese scholar in 1952 and demonstrate 

his intimate knowledge of this plant and its native range: in full sunshine on 

stream-sided sites, with water available all summer and seasonal variations in 

temperature like those found in this part of America – warm summers and cold 

winters.  They are thriving here dotted along either the Wissahickon River and 

they look absolutely stunning.  It is wonderful to see this tree not as a stand-alone 

specimen but naturalized in this way giving off something of the feeling that one 

has stumbled across the tree in its native surroundings. 
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Figure 2 An awe-inspiring grove of Metasequoia glyptostroboides planted along either side of the river.  

The trees are only about 60 years old but are towering above at over 100 feet.  To see them used in 

such a natural and decorative way was an inspiration 

 

An unexpected treasure was the Fernery at Morris.  It was designed by John Morris 

and was based on the English ferneries that he saw on his travels.  It is quite special 

in that it has no structural support for the roof – that is, no beams inside.  Instead 

the roof is self-supporting and the visual effect is to provide a dome-like structure 

within which naturalistic rock work is adorned with carefully orchestrated 

plantings that run over the surfaces and between the cracks. 
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Figure 3 Inside the Fernery at Morris Arboretum you are transported into another world.  Warm and 

humid, it becomes an ideal habitat and ferns such as Drynaria sparsisora and Asplenium nidus 

naturalize over the rockwork.  

 

 

Figure 4 The horizontal spore formation of Asplenium nidus contrast with the vertical thick, dark 

midrib of the leaf  
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Longwood Gardens 

With an outstanding international reputation this was one of the key destinations 

for our horticultural tour.  We had met Doug Needham, Head of Education and a 

number of the second year students on the Longwood Professional Gardener 

Program during their visit to Wisley in October 2014 and this was really the 

starting point for our whole trip so we were very excited about this part of our 

trip. 

 

The garden is the legacy of Pierce S. du Pont, one of the many members of the du 

Pont family that are so important in the history of horticulture in this part of the 

county.  It well known that Longwood operate with a substantial and generous 

endowment and this has provided them with a financially secure basis from which 

to build.  However, earned income from its one million plus visitors and associate 

revenue now matches 50% of their operating costs (a not insubstantial sum).   

 

The garden is enormous, covering over 1000 acres and includes a number of 

formal areas laid out much as it was in du Pont’s time including the main fountain 

garden which is currently undergoing a complex and innovative $100 million 

dollar restoration which will see state of the art technology employed to create 

some of the most spectacular water and light displays anywhere in the world.  This 

part of the garden is very much a symbol for Longwood – it is one its biggest 

attractions (as opposed to the horticulture) and represents the wow factor with 

which Longwood operates.  Underlying this extravagant display, however, are 

some of the highest horticultural standards and skills I have come across, and the 

student training programme generates world class horticulturists. 
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Figure 5 The main fountain garden is currently an enormous building site.  The $100 million dollar 

investment is on a scale quite unlike anything I have ever seen in horticulture 

 

We had a full tour of the garden which included tours from each of the section 

leaders who were able to talk about their areas with confidence and good humour 

showing that this ability is almost as important as horticulture itself. 

 

Alongside the fountain garden there are the incredible indoor displays that are 

housed in the conservatories (or display glasshouses) that du Pont built himself.  

They are enormous and the scale of the horticultural display inside is unlike 

anything I have ever seen.  Key to its success is a rigorous and unrelenting annual 

planting programme that is constantly rolling and sees the displays refreshed and 

replanted on an on-going basis – we saw areas that were still looking good but 

were due to be replaced the next day in order to keep up with the schedule.    Very 

little inside the conservatories is permanent but planting out is done on a large 

and impressive scale using large plants resulting in instant impact planting. 
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Figure 6 The “master plan.”  This documents the planting schedule for the entire greenhouse and is 

implemented dutifully by the horticultural team 

 

 

Figure 7 A small section of the conservatory – this area was planted only yesterday and gives a good 

idea of the instant high impact planting that the team is able to achieve by growing the plants on to a 

fair size before dropping them into display 
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Figure 8 A behind the scenes look at the growing area for the famous Longwood hybrid Victoria water 

lily.  These plants are nearly ready to go out into the outdoor display ponds   

 

 

The key highlight in the calendar is Christmas, or really the two months leading 

up from thanksgiving until the New Year.  It is at this time in the year, when 

Pennsylvania is covered in thick snow that Longwood actually records its greatest 

visitor numbers.  The displays at this time of year are retina searing and the stuff 

of legend.  Conservatory floors are flooded and cranberries (part of the traditional 

thanksgiving foodstuff) are floated on the surface to create an opulent red sea (this 

design will change every year). 

 

However, there are also horticultural display that attract large visitor numbers, 

and uppermost amongst these is the Chrysanthemum festival – where a thousand 

bloom ‘mum’ will be pride of display.  We were lucky enough to visit the site where 

they are growing this beast – well, actually they are growing two of them just in 

case something happens to one of them.  An enormous, bespoke structure is built 
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around the plant and it painstakingly trained along the wires to develop a complex 

framework that will eventually produce over a thousand flowers all coming from 

one plant.  The plants take around 13 months to grow, and are effectively a full 

time job for one horticulturist, with a specialist Japanese-trained horticulturist 

being the sole person who works on them. 

 

 

Figure 9 The one thousand bloom ‘mum’ being grown on behind the scenes.  In case of any difficulties, 

they are growing two of these beasts here.  The amount of work it takes equates to a full time job 

 

During our visit, the Spring show was in full swing with a riot of colour blasting 

out of the flower garden walk, as well as more subdued colours in the Woodland 

garden where the clear, light purple of Phlox divaricatus combined beautifully with 

the clean white of Tiarella cordifolia (a combination so clear and simple and yet so 

effective) all set off with Cercis canadensis both in white and pink. 
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Figure 10 Doug Needham in the foreground follows our group down the flower walk which was a blast 

of hot colours provided by the tulips 

 

 

 

Figure 11 More subdued planting followed directly on from the Flower Garden Walk and worked 

really well to change the atmosphere and provide some relief from riot of colour 
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Figure 12 Planting here was delicate, and relied on foliage shapes and textures as much as flower 

forms and colour 

 

 

The key highlight for me however was not this overt display but the beauty of the 

natural lands around the site, in particular the newly expanded meadow more 

than doubling in size from 40 to 86 acres after a road was re-routed from this site.  

We were given a tour by Bill Stewart who explained much about the management 

process of this area which included different cutting regimes (leaving some areas 

still standing over winter to benefit wildlife), and developing the woodland edge 

with substantial plantings of native understory trees such as Cercis Canadensis to 

provide a gradient from the tall canopy trees such as Liriodendron tulipifera and 

the native Oak population and thereby extend the rich biodiversity of this edge 

effect.  The attention to this kind of ecology alongside the horticultural display is 

for me what provides Longwood with substance and significance. 
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Figure 13 The pink and white blooms of the native red-bud  (Cercis canadensis) can be seen here and 

are part of the planting that helps create a gradient between the sward and the mature trees thereby 

creating greater biodiversity 

 

 

Figure 14 Bill pointing out the importance of leaving “failed” trees in situ to allow for wildlife to use 

these spaces.  It was important but difficult challenge for Bill to establish areas like this to in a garden 

as immaculate as Longwood
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Mount Cuba 

 

The Mount Cuba Center is an organization dedicated to promoting the native flora 

of this part of the United States and was founded by Mr. and Mrs. Lammont du 

Pont Copeland.  Mrs. Copeland in particular was keen to protect the landscape 

around her as she could it changing as development lead to deforestation and a 

general decline in native flora.  The centre is based in their former home, built out 

of red-brick and situation on top of the hill with magnificent views of the 

landscape around.  The garden includes more formal areas around the house 

leading outwards towards more naturalistic plantings including woodland 

gardens and meadow areas.  The formal areas include a very fashionable at the 

time Lilac avenue - or allee as they are called there – as well as terracing and 

formal bedding areas.  There was definitely a sense that these areas jarred a little 

with the surrounding landscape and there are plans to resolve this tension over 

the next few years with a redesign that will include the creation of a new long 

border area planted up using only native species or cultivars thereof. 

 

Figure 15 The more formal areas around the house jarred a little in my opinion and were surpassed 

by the tranquil and understated beauty of the native woodland below 
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More recently, a trials area has been added to the garden and Mount Cuba are keen 

to create a rigorous trials process of native plants including their cultivated forms 

in order to be able to make good and reliable recommendations to the general 

public. 

 

During our visit we were given a tour of the trials area which included trials of 

some very interesting genus such as ground cover Phlox species (mainly P. 

divaricata and P. stolonifera), Baptisa and Monarda and the standards were 

extremely high and crucially, the trials area was attractive and well laid out so as 

to make it easy to look at the plants as a visiting member of the public.  All of the 

results are published on the internet and reproduced in hard copy available from 

the house. 

 

For me however, what really stood out was the woodland garden.  The delicacy of 

the planting here was astounding and the use of foliage to provide interest was 

crucial.  With a cathedral like backdrop of Liriodendron tulipifera that created 

strong vertical accents that created structure and helped to unify the mixed and 

complex under planting beneath.  

 

Figure 16 The spring ephemerals were on display during our visit and we were lucky to get our timing 

right as this is often a very short floral display.  Here a very low planting that includes ferns, the red 
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of the native columbine (Aquilegia canadensis) as well as the pale violet-blue of Phlox divaricate lightly 

sprinkled along the woodland floor 

 

 

Figure 17 Towering above the planting were the native Liriodendron tulipifera.  They created a 

cathedral like structure in this part of the garden and created a dramatic sense of space between the 

upper story and the ground flower 
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Winterthur 

 

This property also belonged to a du Pont family member, this time Henry Francis.  

He built an enormous house on a site of 1000 acres to house his growing collection 

of American furniture.  The house is modeled on European house of the 18th and 

19th centuries and the garden is said to have been inspired by the ideas of 

naturalistic planting as espoused by William Robinson in his book The Wild 

Garden. 

 

The garden itself is spread around the house mainly in a very naturalistic way – 

with areas of woodland running right up to one side of the house, much in the way 

that Capability Brown allowed landscape right up to the house in English garden 

design.   

 

Perhaps the best example of an Azalea woodland is to be found here.  A carefully 

controlled colour palette alongside attentive annual pruning of the shrubs to 

create layers of colours resulted in a spectacular effect at this time of year. 

 

 

Figure 18 Azalea woodland in full bloom working with mainly three colours – orange-red, shell pink 

and white.  The effect was dazzling and spread across 3 acres so that you could really be absorbed into 

the planting 
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Another incredible part of the garden was the quarry garden, a deep area cut out 

of the landscape to quarry for the stone used to build the house was now 

populated by primula and iris species.  A bridge allowed you to look down onto 

this carpet of colour with a Cercis canadensis seemingly growing out of a crack in 

the stones 

 

 

Figure 19 Looking down into the quarry garden, where the planting had seemingly naturalized in this 

area, carpeting the floor with primula species 

 

One of the lessons that I learnt in this garden was scale and simplicity of planting 

– areas were devoted to quite a simplified planting palette and this helped to 

create a unified aesthetic and give each space a feeling or character.  Perhaps the 

best example of this was on the east side of the house where a broad mass of 

Matteuccia struthiopteris swept along under the canopy of Liriodendron tulipifera.  

It was virtually a monoculture, but the irregular spacing of the mature trees made 

it work to great effect. 

 



23 
 

 

Figure 20 A broad and impressive mass planting of freshly unfurled fronds of the shuttlecock fern 

(Matteuccia struthiopteris) 
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Chanticleer 

 

 

Chanticleer is a 32-acre estate, formerly the country home of the Rosengarten family.  

In 1990 the estate was bequeathed to form the Chanticleer Foundation whose aim is to 

create a ‘pleasure garden’ open for the enjoyment and education of the public.   

 

Today, the estate is from April until October and there are 20 full-time staff, of whom 

two manage facilities and fourteen are gardeners and groundskeepers. 

 

 

Figure 21 Chanticleer, the Rosengarten family’s summerhouse, is set on the highest point of the estate.  

The house was originally designed to be just one room wide to allow the breezes to pass through the 

house to help keep the family cool in the hot summer months.  (Photo by Lisa Roper) 

 

 

The garden is divided into different sections including Gravel Garden, Ruin Garden 

and the Teacup Garden (an elaborate pot display arranged around the terraces of the 

main house).  Each section is maintained by a horticulturist who designs and maintains 

the plantings in their own area.  The director, Bill Thomas, oversees the entire garden 

and ensures that there is a visual continuity across the site. 
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Figure 22 Map of Chanticleer estate (32 acres) showing the series of connected spaces that make up 

the garden.   

 

 

A note on labeling 

The garden has an enormous living collection of plants but Chanticleer have opted not 

to label the collection as this would detract from the experience of enjoying the garden 

(it is, after all, a pleasure garden).  But in order to fulfill their mission of education, 

Chanticleer’s curator Eric Hsu works tirelessly to publish a record of the collection 

using up to date plant lists for each individual area.  This included a map of the area 

with numbered bed system, together with monthly highlight plants with accompanying 

photographs, and finally a full plant list of everything in the area.  They were 

extraordinarily comprehensive. 

 

I thought this was a really good alternative to labeling the garden manually, and these 

plant lists are a very valuable resource for any visitor.  What made these lists 

particularly successful was that the horticulturists themselves helped to update and 

maintain their plant lists so they really knew their collection, and they were always on 

hand to talk about their collection with the noticeable sense of pride that comes from 

creating your own garden. 

 

These were available in hard copy to purchase at each area in the garden from a hand-

made display units in a self-service fashion for $2.  Alternatively, these list are available 

to download in pdf format free from Chanticleer’s website. 
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At this time of the year, the tulip displays around the house were in full bloom with 

a Mondrian inspired planting in the teacup garden and an inventive use of tulips 

in a stylized meadow setting.  This was one example of the broad and innovative 

approach to gardening found here at Chanticleer – the same plant used in two very 

different ways. 

 

 

 

Figure 23 Each year the horticulturist experiments with new designs for the area throughout the 

season which helps to keep these high profile areas exciting and innovative 
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Figure 24 A stylized meadow setting behind the house is brought to life with an unexpected planting 

of tulips – mainly yellows, but working with darker tones of deep pinks and purples to offer a dramatic 

contrast 

 

The gravel garden looked sensational at this time of year with Allium ‘Purple 

Sensation’ punctuating the otherwise low, loose planting of this semi-naturalistic 

part of the garden.  The purple of the allium was echoed in the Wisteria sinensis 

that was trained along the pergola that ran across one side of this garden 
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Figure 25 Purple Allium ‘Purple Sensation’ and an orange tulip working well together here.  The 

purple is picked up again by the Wisteria draping over the pergola (right) 

 

Whilst at Chanticleer, we also spent some time working alongside the 

horticulturist in order to get closer to the plants and soil.  Here one of the Wisley 

students is helping to harvest asparagus. 

 

 

Figure 26 A small but productive vegetable garden sits next to a cut flower garden.   They have been 

experimenting with blanching some stems as well 
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Once again, however, it was the ‘naturalistic’ areas that appealed to me the most, 

in this case the woodland gardens.  The use of foliage shape to create interest was 

clearly ingrained in the way that they gardened and I think there is a lot to be taken 

from this style of gardening.  In this part of the country spring and summers are 

hot so flowers pass over quickly.  Longevity is created through form and leaf shape 

and this creates an understated beauty and quiet drama to the scene. 

 

 

Figure 27 Arching stems of Amelanchier canadensis created form and structure in this part of the 

woodland garden, whilst the textures of leaves provide an additional visual dimension (see below) 
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Figure 28 Two ‘ordinary’ plants but combined together they help to show how leaf shape can create 

visual interest.  Matteuccia struthiopteris and Lamprocapnos spectabilis 

 

 

 

 

  



31 
 

Scott Arboretum 

 

The Scott Arboretum is on the campus of Swathmore college, a Quaker university 

founded in 1864.  The arboretum was set up in 1929 with funds from the Arthur 

Hoyle Scott who attended this college in 1895.   It covers approximately 350 acres 

and envelops the main university buildings with a mixture of courtyard gardens 

around the main buildings, as well as parkland style arboretum with specimen 

trees and also includes more formal elements such as a rose garden, peony garden 

and foliage garden as well as developing and working with areas of native 

woodland.  The overall aim of this site is show what kind of plants and plantings 

are suitable and hardy to the region for the benefit of the public. 

 

 

Figure 29 The arboretum includes many garden areas in and around the campus.  Here Ginkgo biloba 

‘Saratoga’ is trained across one of the campus buildings. 
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Figure 30 A monoculture of Sporobolus heterolepis just coming into growth will create a beautiful 

stylized meadow later in the year 

 

The key things that stood out for me was how the arboretum engaged with the 

students who attended the college.  It was clear that there was an attempt to make 

horticulture relevant to the students of this liberal arts college, and thereby ensure 

its relevance to future generations.  First year students are all given a house plant 

to look after, and as part of their induction are given a tour of the grounds and are 

invited to plant a native tree as part of the ecological restoration project.  

Graduation ceremonies are held in an outdoor amphitheater that is one of the best 

pieces of garden design I have ever seen.   

 

 

Figure 31 Carefully manipulating the landscape, this amphitheater was constructed in 1942 and was 

built around the magnificent Liriodendron tulipifera trees although it looks as though the trees 
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themselves had invaded an ancient amphitheater.  It creates a dramatic and impressive outdoor 

theatre which is still used every year for graduation ceremonies 

 

Before attending the ceremony, students are invited into the rose garden to pick a 

rose to attach to their outfit and after graduation are given an Itea virginica 

‘Henry’s Garnet’ (a cultivar which Scott arboretum helped to make available to the 

public).  By engaging with the students in this way, horticulture is engrained into 

their lives, given relevance and significance and seems a brilliant way to get people 

interested and engage with horticulture. 
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New York Botanical Garden (NYBG)  

 

Located in the Bronx, this 250 acre site is a world class institution with over one 

million living plants in its extensive collection.  Annual visitor numbers here are 

around one million and there is an extensive public events programme aimed at 

attracting more visitor.  During our visit, a Frida Kahlo exhibition was just about 

to launch which included many of her works and also was reflected in some of the 

temporary displays around the garden. 

 

 

Figure 32 Agave pot display – inspired by the Frida Kahlo exhibition with an accompanying 

interpretation board that tells about how this plant is used to make tequila 

 

 

The garden as a whole is said to be modeled on the layout of Kew and does have 

something of this feel.  At the institution’s heart is an enormous herbarium and 

world-leading library with original copies of Darwin’s Origin of Species sitting 

alongside first editions of Linnaeus’s Genera Plantarum, both of which we lucky 

enough to be given tours of.  Scientific and conservation research still forms a very 

important part of their role. 
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Figure 33 Inside the herbarium at New York Botanical Gardens which is now housed in a temperature 

controlled environment.  Scientific research is still a very important part of the garden’s aims 

 

 

Figure 34 The rare books room at the library houses a priceless collection of original books 

 

 

There are many different gardens across the site including extensive collections 

under glass, Rose, Azalea, Herb, Peony, Rock, Woodland, Perennial and Native 

Gardens.  There is also a small border that was designed by Piet Oudulf that sits 

outside next to the wonderful Enid A. Haupt Conservatory – a stunning example 

of Victorian glasshouse construction. 
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Figure 35 The Perennial Garden was probably one of the best mixed planting gardens that we saw on 

our tour and most closely resembled the kind of mixed plantings found in English gardens 

 

 

Figure 36 Close up of the mixed planting in the Perennial Garden.  Cornus alba ‘Elegantissima’ offers 

good foliage impact alongside the steely blue flowers of Amsonia tabernaemontana (front left) all set 

off by a bright orange tulip 

 

 

There was also an area of old-growth forest – which is today the largest uncut 

expanse of New York’s original wooded landscape and gives a sense of the native 
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flora in its raw state.  Ongoing work here includes tackling invasive exotics and 

taking down any potentially dangerous trees but leaving the wood in situ to 

replicate as closely as possible the natural process of a woodland. 

 

 

Figure 37 The Bronx river running through NYBG – this part of the garden provides a valuable 

glimpse of what New York looked like before the development of the city 

 

 

Figure 38 In contrast to the native woodland garden was the Azalea garden which was in full and 

terrifying bloom  
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Wave Hill 

 

A short train ride out of the centre of New York, Wave Hill is a 28 acre estate that 

sits on top of the New Jersey Palisades – an impressive rocky outcrop through 

which the River Bronx flows towards New York.  The estate was given to the city 

of New York in the 1960s and is now run as a not-for-profit public garden and 

cultural centre. 

 

The city contributes around 15% of its annual income and this is steadily 

decreasing so one of the biggest challenged facing this garden is financial.  Each 

year fundraising takes place and the venue is rented out for film and television 

and other revenue raising private events.   

 

The garden is full of charm and character and contained a variety of different 

garden areas including a sheltered corner of the house clad in a beautiful white 

wisteria in full bloom at the time of our visit.  Elsewhere, glasshouses were 

crammed full of potted plants and the whole set-up resembled a plant enthusiast’s 

collection.  I really enjoyed this form of display – it felt fun and personal and very 

much a contrast to the botanical collections we had seen so far. 

 

 

Figure 39 The succulent house crammed full of interesting and curious plants.  This kind of display 

was not for everyone but I enjoyed the sense that it was a very personal and eclectic collection 
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Elsewhere we came across the foundations of former glasshouses which has been 

converted into a small herb garden and further along provided the space for a 

display of alpine troughs that were made on the premises.  Made out of poured 

concrete, their sharply square forms were very appealing to me and were a good 

and honest alternative to the faux-rock used in other gardens. 

 

 

Figure 40 Poured concrete alpine trough filled with great alpine plant including soft yellow Papaver 

miyabeanum 

 

Wave Hill has also recently been restoring a woodland garden and we noticed 

many of the plants we had seen in other woodland gardens so far and began to 

really appreciate this form of gardening. 

 

 

Figure 41 Woodland walk with a carpet of Spanish bluebells, Hyacinthoides hispanica, more 

favourably regarded here as the English bluebell does not grow well here. 



40 
 

 

 

Figure 42 Once again the clever use of foliage to create interest in the partial shade of the woodland 

garden.  Here Petasites japonica ‘Variegatus’ contrast in shape and colour with the Kirengeshoma 

palmata 

 

My favourite part of the garden was the Wild Garden, which had an elevate 

position within the garden.  The focal point was a wooden overlook with views 

across the garden and over to the river.  Around this a pleasantly irregularly 

shaped yew hugged tightly, giving the garden a solid green from around which 

much of the softer wild plantings could work against. 
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Figure 43 The Wild Garden: soft planting was given a bit of structure by the undulating form of the 

yew, and the wooden shelter it was threatening to envelop.  Narcissus sp. had just finished, but 

Emerurus himalaicus was already pushing up compressed flower spikes that would open out in the 

next few weeks 

 

This garden was a great example of a garden with less disposable income than 

many of the gardens we had seen on our trip.  Instead, personality and artistic 

expression took up the slack.   



42 
 

Brooklyn Botanic Garden (BBG) 

 

Our visit to the other botanic garden within New York offered us quite a different 

perspective on horticulture.  Here we met the education officer based at BBG who 

took us on a tour of the botanic garden that included the recently constructed herb 

and vegetable garden which had a great exhibition on the geographic origins of 

the different fruits and vegetables that we commonly grow. 

 

 

Figure 44 An attractive display of vegetables growing in Brooklyn Botanic Garden best viewed from 

the walkway above. 

 

After a quick tour of the garden we headed out in a mini bus to visit the community 

garden projects that BBG helps to develop and promote through a programme 

called Green Bridge Community Alliance. Here we encountered first-hand the kind 

of gardening that brings communities together.  Mostly the gardens were made up 

of small individual plots.  However, there were communal areas including the 

composting areas and seating areas that helped to provide a space for people to 

connect through horticulture 
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Figure 45 One of the Wisley students chatting with a plot holder at 6/15 Green Garden about the 

different oriental vegetables she is growing on her plot.  These plots are on the site of an old car park 

but the plot holders have managed to secure this site for the future against future development so 

this is a precious green space within the city 

 

 

Figure 46 A communal seating brings people together in the shade of the willow tree.  On the table 

are plants ready for an upcoming plant sale to raise funds for the garden. 
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The day was spent touring and talking about the importance of supporting this 

kind of horticulture not just focusing on large public display gardens.  These 

spaces serve a social, therapeutic and cultural role directly within the community 

– not just the people who garden, but for those that walk past daily and are lifted 

by the sight of fruit, vegetables and flowers growing in the city.  But there are also 

challenges facing such projects - the squeezed urban population and the rising 

land costs leave very little undeveloped land within the city and few opportunities 

to build these kinds of community gardens. 

 

At another site, Prospect Heights Community Farm we were introduced to group 

of local residents that had set up an incredible well-organised project that 

included rain water harvesting and composting facilities.  The group was entirely 

self-organised and ran the plot much like allotments in the UK, including the 

agreement that plots should be kept to reasonable standard of tidiness.   

 

 

Figure 47 One of the plot holders demonstrating the water harvesting facilities that collects water 

running of the neighbouring building.   
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Figure 48 Getting to grips with the excellent small scale composting system set up here including 

heavily reinforced compost bins to keep rats out and this ingenious device for sieving compost – a 

revolving wire drum operated by a handle.  A barrow can be pushed underneath to collect the sieved 

compost as it falls out 

 

 

Figure 49 Reinforced composting bins designed to exclude vermin from entering the heap 

 



46 
 

 

Figure 50 Plots are all quite make-shift and reminiscent of allotments in the UK.  The spirit, 

determination and organization of these self-organised community gardens was inspiring 

 

The High Line 

 

This is the most successful public park to be built for many years – it attracts thousands 

of people on a daily basis and around 5 million visitors last year.  What attracted me to 

this park was the unconventional origins of this public space: it is built on a former 

freight railway line that ran above the streets of New York.  For many years this railway 

lay disused and abandoned during which time vegetation colonized the area.  Local 

residents grew to appreciate this strip of wilderness in the middle of the city and when 

development proposals were submitted to demolish the line local people and businesses 

opposed.  These people formed a Friends of the High Line organization and began to 

raise funds to buy and develop the area into a public park and were eventually in 

securing funds and a design team to take on this project.  Piet Oudulf was brought in to 

design the planting and the aim was to reference the former wilderness of the site by 

developing a naturalistic planting. 

 

The park is actually a 1.45 mile long linear park located in a busy area of New York.  

Walking up the steps and leaving behind the noisy streets, you enter into the spirit of 

this place very quickly.  Planting is a combination of small trees, shrubs, herbaceous 
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perennials and grasses.  The ‘borders’ line either side of path and they vary in shape 

and depth and so lend the whole space an informal feel; this is a new and exciting kind 

of promenade. 

 

A third section of the High Line was recently opened and this provides a glimpse 

of what the site looked like before the planting designs were implemented.  This 

final section which runs parallel to the river will be replanted over time (which I 

think is a shame) but for now gives great sense of the spontaneous vegetation that 

inspired the whole project. 

 

 

Figure 51 This section of The High Line shows the railway ‘untouched.’  A new path (to the left) has 

been installed that allows visitors to walk along this section prior to its redevelopment at some point 

in the future when funds for this become available  

 

The planting along the High Line varies a great deal, from low, herbaceous 

plantings dominated by grasses through to small trees, closely planted to give the 

feel of an early-stage woodland developing.  These different areas help break up 

the linearity of the park and avoid any sense of monotony which might otherwise 

occur with a one directional walk without any pathways in other directions.   
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Figure 52 Sections such as this enclose the visitor to the garden giving the feeling of being hidden away 

from the buildings around.  These different zones help to provide a more complex structure to the 

garden.  Varying bed widths and areas where you can stop and sit down on either the lawns or 

specially designed seating create focal points within the park 

 

The planting was designed by Oudulf and is still maintained in accordance with 

these plans in consultation with the designer where any changes are needed.  The 

upkeep of the gardens is labour intensive although the subtlety of the planting 

might suggest otherwise.  Horticultural tasks up here include the judicious 

weeding out of the aggressive species and trying to encourage a good equilibrium 

to remain in the planting.  
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Figure 53 Self-sowing is encouraged but needs to be carefully monitored by staff.  In this way, the 

naturalistic effect can be maximised 

 

One of the points of interest for me was that the horticulturists use specially 

adapted three-wheeled bicycles to get along the site and there are discreet tool 

boxes spaced out across the site.  A simple, environmentally solution to getting 

around the garden. 

 

 

Figure 54 The conditions in the park are challenging.  Soil is shallow and there are great fluctuations 

in temperature.  Here a Cercis canadensis has cracked down the trunk.  Shallow soils that freeze in 



50 
 

winter and effectively cause a kind of winter drought affected many trees and shrubs this year on The 

High Line 

 

 

Figure 55 Soft and elegant planting drifts through the old railway line.  The iron tracks were lifted and 

the whole site prepared before returning them ‘in situ’ and planting around them.  The scattered 

arrangement of the woody material makes reference to the self-sown nature of the original plant 

community 

 

We were visiting at a time of year when much of the herbaceous planting was just 

getting going.  Splashes of colour provided by wonderful salvias (S. ‘Pink Delight’ 

and S. ‘Rhapsody in Blue’ as well as the backdrop of shrubs including native Cornus 

florida and Cercis canadensis ‘Appalachian Red.’ 
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Figure 56 Early colour provided by two wonderful Salvia cultivars ‘Pink Delight’ and ‘Rhapsody in 

Blue.’  These softly bright colours were complemented by the tones of green provided by the grasses 

that were growing away (here probably Molinia caerulea ‘Transparant’) 

 

Our tour was given by the Head of Horticulture and he mentioned that one of the 

challenges of this site is managing is handling the development of the woody 

material.  The plan is to introduce some kind of coppice system to help arrest the 

development of the site and avoid any oversized tree.  

 

The High Line is an incredible success story – too successful some say as the 

impact of the park on the surrounding area has been to spearhead the 

regeneration of this area into one of the most desirable parts of New York and so, 

ironically, the calm oasis that the abandoned railway line once was has given way 

to an enormous and unstoppable development projects.  These will bring their 

own challenge as they will be changing the conditions of the park itself – 

introducing more shade, potentially increasing the impact of wind.  
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Brooklyn Grange Rooftop Farm 

 

This was the most unexpected garden we visited on the trip.  We made our way 

down to the old Naval Yard, an up-and-coming area of Brooklyn, to ascend to the 

top of one of the many warehouse building here. 

 

When we climbed up the final flight of stairs and out on to the rooftop we were 

amazed: fields of health young plants lined out in neat rows and a small team of 

gardeners including trainees tending to the crops.   

 

 

 

Figure 57 Rows of lettuce seedlings were lined out.  Salad crops were one of the most profitable crops 

that were grown here and they were sold to like-minded business in the area who were keen to 

support local and sustainable food. 

 

The site comprises over 2.5 acres and is run along organic principles and aims to 

provide a good range of crops including salads, tomatoes and herbs.  Annually they 

produce 18,000 kilo of vegetables.  They are all grown on shallow raised beds and 

the system is as follows: at the base there is a plastic liner or root barrier which 
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prevents the roots from penetrating into the roof, above this sits a thick felt liner, 

and on this is a layer of leca balls.  This is covered in another later of felt, and on 

top of this sits the “soil” – actually a special growing medium supplied by a green 

roof supplier.  Compost is added at regular intervals and liquid feeds are applied 

regularly.  We helped out with a little bit of weeding and were able to feel how 

light and friable this soil mix was.  

 

 

 

Figure 58 this photograph shows the different layers that go together to make up the raised beds.  The 

drip hose irrigation pipes that line each bed can also be seen here.  Together they create an incredibly 

productive growing space 
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Figure 59 Incredibly healthy oak leaf lettuces are happily growing on the rooftop.  The vitality of the 

crops was breathtaking and certainly surprised me just how effective a rooftop growing system can 

be 

 

As well as the raised beds, there was a series of infrastructure projects that 

included a small glasshouse acting a plant nursery for the farm, as well as an apiary 

and a small hutch housing chickens.   
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Figure 60 The site included chickens and small glasshouse and polytunnel (in the background) 

helping to make this project very sustainable 

 

 

Figure 61 Inside the polytunnel crops were grown on it plug trays ready for planting out.  The space 

was crammed with young plants ahead of the growing season and plans were underway to plant out 

the tomatoes shortly 

 

Rain water harvesting was on site and a PhD student was busying monitoring 

water use as well conducting regular water testing to monitor the level of 

pollutants – a concern for the growers but so far proving to be within safe limits 

 

This was an incredible trip – seeing how productive a rooftop could be really had 

us all wondering whether this was a viable way to garden in larger cities.  Looking 

around at the wide expanse of buildings we contemplated just how many of these 

could be converted to productive, inspiring spaces such as this one. 
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Conclusion 

The trip was a fantastic experience and a great learning opportunity for our group.  

Americans are well known for their customer service in general and for me this 

was one of the things that stood out.  We felt incredibly welcome wherever we 

went and the people we met were impeccable and considerate hosts who were 

able to show off their garden and their work in the best way by being enthusiastic 

about it.  In addition to this I could not help but take note of the professionalism 

of the horticulturists that we met and how that filtered down into their working 

standards and techniques.  They were well educated in their field and carried out 

their duties to an exceptionally high standard with the understanding that this 

was the intention within the whole garden.  It was also obvious from our visit that 

a secure and substantial financial situation was a tremendous help in achieving 

gardens that looked great and were accessible to the visitor. 

 

In terms of horticulture, I had an epiphany regarding woodland gardens.  Until this 

point I did not know that they could be such delicate and considered spaces.  All 

too often woodland gardens are dense, quite heavy, a little over-grown or shaggy.  

In the woodland gardens in places such as Mount Cuba and Chanticleer the 

horticulturists played constantly with ideas of ‘naturalism’ to evoke the kind of 

magical atmosphere that cannot be achieved in more formal areas.  This 

naturalism was more stylised and directed in the planting designs of Piet Oudulf 

at The High Line and Battery Park but was further evidence that horticulture in 

this part of the world is not dominated by the European ideal of form and order. 

The key thing that I would like to take from this trip is to continue to work hard to 

become a professional horticulturist with sound knowledge, working to high 

standards and at the end of it all being able to share this with other people. 
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Expenses 
 
Set out below are the costs of the trip.  Some of the costs are based on sharing the 
total cost between the eight individuals travelling (e.g. car hire). 
 
The £250 award from the Merlin Trust was a very kind and helpful contribution 
towards our total travel costs. 
 
 

Travel                                                                                                                                      

Air Fare £553.16 

Shuttle Bus to/from Airport 
 

£19 

Car hire vehicle contribution (cost divided 
between group) 

80.00 
 
 

Mileage:  916 miles @ 25p per mile / 8 £28.62 
 

 

Total Travel Costs 

 
£680.78 
 

Administration 
 

 

Insurance @ £18.95 per person 
 

£18.95 

Visa @ £8.86 ($14) per person 
 

£8.86 

Permits 
 

£ N/A 

 

Total Administration Costs 

 
£27.81 
 

Accommodation 
 

 

Accommodation 
 
Springfield, PA @ £30.81 pp/per night  
(7 nights) 
 
Astoria, NY @ £31.64 pp/per night   
(7 nights) 
 

215.67 
 
 
221.48 

Food/stores - £10 per person, per day for 
14 days 

 
£140.00 

 
Total Subsistence Costs 

 

 
£577.15 

TOTAL COSTS 1285.74 
 
 

 


