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‘A garden in my life’

A personal account of the development of the garden at Fanshawe Gate Hall

by Cynthia Ramsden

When Cynthia Ramsden moved with her husband and young daughter to Fanshawe Gate Hall in 1959, she found the garden ablaze with show dahlias in kaleidoscopic colours, and half smothered in Russian vine. Four more children later, the dahlias had been grubbed up, but gardening was still a case of ‘holding out against the scorched earth assaults of the children and their pets’.

Now in her seventies, Cynthia Ramsden has finally realised her vision of a garden in harmony with her 16th century home on the edge of the Derbyshire Peak District. Within a framework of mellow gritstone and sandstone, the garden is packed with historical plant varieties and traditional English cottage garden planting ‘exuberant to the point of bursting into riot’, as she puts it in ‘A garden in my life’. In the bleak South Pennine winter months, the more restrained lines of topiary bring the garden to life.

The cycle of growth and decay is keenly felt by the author. Conscious of being only the fourth owner in 700 years of Fanshawe Gate Hall (held by the Fanshawe family from 1260 to 1944), she understands the constant effort behind the creation of such a magical garden. Undaunted by a major cancer operation in 1997, she kept the garden open to the public, and has seen it become one of Derbyshire’s most visited private gardens. 

‘A garden in my life’ has over 160 pages of delightful images – photographs and original artwork – but it is not just another coffee-table gardening book. The way the garden’s development over 40 years is seen through Cynthia Ramsden’s eyes will strike a chord with many. Here is the reality behind glossy gardening: the experiments and mistakes (no one will plant variegated ground elder after reading the author’s account of digging it up); the improvisation (the old lavatory cistern turned into a water feature; the elegant steel rose pillars topped with recycled ballcocks); and the thrifty making-do (old nylon tights used to bandage up wind-damaged roses). The book contains detailed planting plans, with old English names as well as the botanical ones, and is richly seamed with advice based on a lifetime’s experience. She describes how to weather new stone to blend with old (yoghurt and sheep dung); how to clean the hands of gardening dirt (her aunt used a heady mixture of Domestos bleach and Chanel No 5); and how to turn molehills into perfect potting compost. 

Brought up in what she describes as ‘a tradition of hospitable baking’, Cynthia Ramsden makes sure that her garden visitors are well fed. She gives many of her favourite recipes; some of them, such as the Season pudding and the Bakewell tart, handed down from her grandmother. She also describes how she uses herbs and spices for concoctions to deal with afflictions as diverse as arthritis and moths. The one problem for which she has no remedy is the Russian vine, still defying her efforts to eradicate it after more than 40 years. Acknowledging defeat, she recognises that even her least favourite plants may have their moment of glory in the cycles of gardening fashion. 

Cynthia Ramsden has pledged all the profits from her book to two cancer charities: Macmillan Cancer Relief, and the Oesophageal Patients Association.

‘A garden in my life’ is hardback, and costs £25 including p+p. It is available by post from the publishers:

Grafika Ltd

Riverside Studio

Lumford Mill

Buxton Road

Bakewell DE45 1GS

Tel: 01629 813300 Fax: 01629 815783

E-mail: design@grafika-uk.com
An order form can also be found on the website www.fgh.org.uk

