Private Gardens of London - Lutyens Revisited

Arabella Lennox-Boyd

The elegant 17th-century fagade of
Lindsey House s afitting prelude to the
refined simplicity of the garden that lies
behind, protected from the continuous
hum of heavy traffic along the Em-
bankment by its high brick walls. The
only dwelling of its date to survive in
Chelsea (it had just been built when the
Royal Hospital was founded in 1681),
the house is a reminder of the days
when the only traffic noises to be heard
were the clatter of hooves, the rattle of
carriage wheels and-of course- the
splashing of oars. When Sir Thomas
More, ill-fated ChancellortoHenry viii,
chose to build his country manor here
(within easy reachbyriver of the Palace
of Westminister) in the sixteenth cen-
tury, Chelsea was a tiny riverside fish-
ing village, surrounded by open coun-
tryside which stretched to the east as far
as the walls of the City of London. Ever
since that time men and women of
letters, scholars and artists seem tohave
been drawn to Cheyne Walk and the
Chelsea Embankment as if by a mag-
net, attracted perhaps by its charm and
the ever-changing light of the river.
The third Earl of Lindsey built
Lindsey House in 1674, and in the suc-
ceeding centuries it has been home to a
colourful array of people, including
Isambard Kingdom Brunel, James
Abbott McNeill, Whistler and the
Moravian Brethren. The garden too has
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undergone its vicissitudes. Its original
formal layout must have suffered in the
eighteenth century, not only because of
changing tastes in garden design, but
also because the house was then di-
videdinto five separate dwellings. These
became three in the 19th century, and it
was for one of the three gardens that
Edwin Lutyens was asked to supply the
design. This was a doubly fortunate
choice, for Lutyens was predisposed,
not only by his personal taste in garden
design but also by his training as an
architect, torespect and echo the simple
formality of the house. Whether he in-
tended it or not, his garden design must
surely echo in spirit the garden through
which the Earl and his friends strolled
over three centuries ago.

In this long, rectangular and (it must
then have seemed) limited space, about
fifty feet by thirty. Lutyens demon-
strated a finely judged understanding
of such a site. With commendable re-
straint he flew in the face of current
fashion, choosing not toclutter the space
with elaborate flower borders, nor to
over-design it with the gamut of care-
fully contrived features then in vogue.
Instead he chose a linear composition
of grass, water, trees and stone, modest
in its elements and quietly restful in its
effect. Two broad stone paths, echoed
by two narrower, paralled paths at the
far sides, ran the length of the garden,
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THE original design of
1911 by Sir Edwin
Lutyens and Gertrude
Jekyll for the garden at
100 Cheyne Walk, was
described as ‘a good
example of what may
be done in a limited
space’. My revised plan

*  retains the same essential
form.

THE mulberry tree,
described as already ‘of
noble growth’ when the
garden was laid out,
originally overhung a
lily pond. Statues
occupied the niches

st ¢ where the monkeys now

: live.
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