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The Museum Garden at Castle Gaasbeek: the making and keeping of a living laboratory 

Introduction

The traditional walled kitchen garden clearly has become an endangered object, a rare species threatened with extinction. Not only the walled garden sites them selves, but as important, the botanical knowledge and the horticultural skills are rapidly fading away. 
Let me refer to the introduction of the Walled Kitchen Gardens Networks website to prove that the situation in the UK is similar: “… Most (walled kitchen gardens) lie languishing, derelict – our heritage is disappearing. Others have been converted to other uses: garden centres, tennis courts, pheasant rearing, repositories for bungalows.” 

We all know the reasons for the decline. Even with underpaid staff, traditional horticulture simply has become too expensive these days. Secondly, high standard traditional horticultural education has become a myth, at least in my country. I can find two reasons for that. First of all, our niche for qualified young gardeners is definitely too small to continue specialised training at school. And secondly top gardeners salaries are usually calculated on their rather basic technical diploma. Therefore they are too low to be attractive for even motivated youngsters. 
Sadly enough, very soon no teacher will be qualified any more to pass on even basic traditional horticultural skills to the next generation. Fortunately, much of those skills are passed on in horticultural associations. 
Hex Castle

However, some traditional walled kitchen gardens survived and the garden at Castle Hex is a splendid example. Hex was build as the mid 18th century hunting lodge in the South of Limburg for François-Charles de Veldbrück, Prince-Bishop of the Principauté de Liège. The walled kitchen garden is part of the vast estate of Hex castle.
Situated on a South slope and protected from the Northern cold winds by a high fruit wall, the 1.2 ha kitchen garden is truly the grand old lady of the traditional walled kitchen gardens in Flanders.
The kitchen garden at Hex still produces vegetables, herbs, flowers and all kinds of fruit for the house. Many, many years ago - even before biological products became fashionable, the late Italian born countess d’Ursel, decided to go for healthy food grown in a sustainable way with respect for the positive aspects of traditional horticulture. Today, the financial impact of not using herbicides costs the owner half a gardener’s salary. I remember the late countess admitting that a lettuce from the Hex garden was in fact more expensive than one at Fauchon’s in Paris or Fortnum and Masson’s in London!
One of the many highlights in the kitchen garden at Hex are the extensive vegetable cellars constructed under the so called Prince-Bishop garden along the Southeast wing of the house. They are still in use for storing winter vegetables: carrots, cabbages, endives, cardoon, etc. 

That said: the espalier and horizontal cordon fruit trees are all very old and the condition and shape is not correct anymore. Skilled gardeners can reshape and revitalise them but these people are difficult to find. Replacing those espaliers today is not that obvious either.

Although the Flemish government has a annual budget for restoration (40% of the total bill) and for annual maintenance ( 40% of maximum 50.000€) and although it would gladly subsidise replanting works, the main issue money can’t solve is the lack of  knowledge and skills to give these young fruit trees a proper treatment. There is an rising market for espalier fruit trees in different types, with a wide offer of old varieties in pears and apples, but people at the specialised nurseries tent to go to quickly in forming the espaliers. I’ll explain later why that’s not so good.
Horticultural knowledge and skills in the Southwest of Brussels.

The villages Southwest of Brussels have a long tradition of cultivating immaculate, top quality fruit  and soft fruit for the Belgian capital and the world famous auction hall of Rungis in Paris. Up to the late 1950s top quality pears and apples all came from fruit pyramids and trained fruit trees attachted to open trellisses in Bellingen, Gaasbeek, Gooik, Leerbeek, Pamel, Pepingen, Onze-Lieve-Vrouw-Lombeek, Sint-Pieters-Leeuw, Vlezenbeek.  There was a special Christmas Market where the best apples and pears were sold for very good money up to 1958.
Let me give you another example:  up to the late 1930s the biggest, most beautiful and immaculate pears one could dream off (such as Williams Duchesse - up to 1.3 kilo a piece) where exported at exorbitant prices from the Brussels Christmas auction to the UK for the decoration of the notorious Christmas tables in the City and the big houses in the countryside. Their perfect shape, immaculate skin and perfect blush gave these pears a central position at the festive tables.

The actual director of the Museum Garden, Marcel Vossen, grandson of a well-known family of quality fruit growers in Leerbeek, still knows how to train these fruit trees and soft fruit shrubs properly: he knows the theory and he has the practical skills of what is called ‘de beredeneerde snoei’ or ‘la taille raisonnée’ or in English ‘rational pruning’. I also explain later what it is about. 
It was to expect that when Marcel Vossen and I would meet, the result would be the creation of a traditional kitchen garden within fruit walls covered with trained fruit trees and soft fruit borders of all sorts. 
Well situated in the neighbourhood of Brussels, owned by the Flemish government and having sufficient land available to lay-out the project that we had in mind, the castle grounds of Gaasbeek came into the picture.
The Gaasbeek castle and grounds

The Gaasbeek castle and grounds are situated in the very heart of the ‘Pajottenland’, less than 10km southwest from Brussels, the favoured countryside of the painter Pieter Brueghel the Elder (circa 1521-1569).
The first castle was build around 1240 as a fortress to protect Brussels and the Duchy of Brabant against attacks from Hainaut and Flanders. It was destroyed in 1388. In the early sixteenth century, the Horne family built a brick mansion on the foundation of the medieval fortress. 
In 1565, Lamoral, Count of Egmont, prince of Gavere and knight of the Golden Fleece, purchased the land of Gaasbeek with its castle and 17 villages for 210.000 Carolus guilder. 
Egmont was one of the most influential noblemen in the Lower Countries and at the Spanish Court of his days. By the way it was Lamoral van Egmont whom king Philip II of Spain, widower of Mary Stuart, was assigned to lead the royal embassy of 1559 to England to ask in the kings name for the hand of queen Elisabeth I, in the first year of her reign! The Van Beethoven Egmont ouverture is dedicated to the man as well.
On the 5th of june 1568 Egmont and Philip II de Montmorency, count of Horne, both convinced Roman Catholics and loyal to the Spanish Crown, but pleading for religious freedom, were decapitated at the Grand Place in Brussels at the command of the duke of Alba, special envoy of King Philip II of Spain in an attempt to eradicate the protestant reformation movement in the Lower Countries. 
The Terrace Garden
The large square Terrace Garden with its high retaining walls dates from the René van Renesse van Elderen, count of Warfusée, period and was created between 1615 and 1633. An anonymous, not dated design with legend shows two flower parterres and two ornamental cherry orchards on the terrace and an extensive, raised square rose garden with a central wooden decorated tower behind it. He was also the builder of the oval summer pavilion and the Saint-Gertrude chapel (1625) on the grounds.
Arconati-Visconti

With the arrival of the noble, wealthy and influential Milanese Arconati Visconti family at the end of the 18th century, Gaasbeek knew prosperous times again. During the Risorgimento, the 19th century Italian independence movement, Gaasbeek castle played a significant role as a refuge for Lombardian patriots. 
Marquis Paul Arconati Visconti (1754-1821) was a great admirer of Napoleon Bonaparte and erected in the park in 1803 a triumphal arch for the French emperor. In the mean while he ridiculed day after day a Dutch royal decree specifying that the use of a six horse span was a royal privilege, by touring through Brussels with a six span of five horses and a mule!
Under the aristocratic Arconati Visconti family the Terrace Garden became a fine Italian stroll garden overlooking the idyllic Flemish countryside of Bruegel.
In 1873, Paul’s grandson Giammartino Arconati Visconti, the eccentric author of the successful ‘Diario di un viaggio in Arabia Petrea’ (1865) married Marie Peyrat (1840-1923), daughter of the left wing French communard and later vice-president of the French Assemblée Nationale, Alphonse Peyrat.(1810-1890). Marie became a widow after 3 years of marriage and never remarried to keep her aristocratic title of marchioness Arconati-Visconti.
Marie was anticlerical and a left wing liberal, but nevertheless she did spend between 1887 and 1898 a fortune for the extensive restoration of the castle by the Belgian architect Charles Albert in the best Eugène Viollet-le-Duc tradition, and for the restoration of the summer pavilion, the chapel and the grounds.
Jules van Cromphout

Her land agent, Jules van Cromphout, started a collection of trained fruit trees in the Gaasbeek estate: planted against the retaining walls of the castle and the terrace garden and free standing on the lower terrace itself. 
After the dead in 1923 of the heirless marchioness the castle and grounds passed into the hands of the Belgian government, the house became a museum and Jules Van Cromphout became the first curator. Since then the curators used the terrace garden for their own profit. In the late 1980s early 1990s the terrace garden was hardly in use and almost in ruin. Something had to be done!

The making of the Museum garden
Mid 1996 we started talks about the themes of the Museum Garden. In brief: what did we want to show to our future visitors?
Our inspiration at that time came of course from the mother of all walled kitchen gardens, le Potager du Roi at Versailles by Jean-Baptiste de la Quintinie. But I was aswell seduced by the BBC series ‘The Victorian Kitchen Garden’ with head gardener Harry Dodson and Jennifer Davies’ book from 1987. I got in touch with Peter Thoday who was a bit surprised that we, Belgians, wanted to learn form the Brittish: to him France and Belgium where the great late 19th and early 20th century vegetable and fruit producing examples. Nevertheless a Flemish party crossed the Channel and had the chance of visiting the early restoration works at the beautiful kitchen garden at West Dean. What an interesting garden! And those magnificent glasshouses! 
I gladly admit to have had the best afternoon tea ever … in West Dean at Sarah Wains and Jim Bucklands cottage. 

After weeks of intensive discussions we agreed going for a series of productive gardens where beauty is the result of perfect production and immaculate crop, where the botanical knowledge and horticultural skills of the Flemish vegetable and fruit growers between 1860 and 1940, being the period when they were among the best in the world, were eminent. 
And of course we would aim for forgotten and old, but valuable species and varieties of vegetables and fruit and for a traditional horticultural practice without the use of herbicides. The Van Cromphout fruit list would be the core of our future collection. And education was from the beginning a major issue.
Emaillerie belge

Once we knew what to show, we had to agree about the looks. We would go for traditional materials: locally fired bricks for the walls, cold backs and water features, traditional clay clinkers to border the beds, steel strips to border the lawns and at the end we came up with a typical French-Belgian nostalgic but bright product from the world of publicity: enamel plates as information carriers, to be made by the last enamel factory in Belgium, L’Emaillerie belge in Brussels.
The Museum Garden

The Museum Garden was made in 3 steps. Step 1 in 1996 included the creation of a new lay out for the Terrace Garden. We agreed from the very beginning not to try to recreate the Renée van Renesse van Warfusée period gardens. At that time, the design and legend of the known document did not reveal sufficient information to recreate is according to the Florence Charter. And the many soil samples from the archaeological survey weren’t helpful either: after almost 400 years of horticultural activity the archaeologists could not provide us with useful information.
At that time it was decided that the restoration of the castle should include the late 19th century Charles Albert’s neo-gothic transformations and additions. Therefore it was very tempting to create a contemporary Italian stroll Terrace Garden out looking over the wide Brueghel landscape instead of replanting van Cromphout’s espalier fruit trees. The gouache of circa 1850 was a welcome document. But gardeners have to be practical: the south facing 17th century high brick wall would be an excellent fruit wall for apricots, peaches and nectarines.
Step 2 The Kitchen garden

The main works took place in step 2. Along a central west-east axe we designed a set of two walled gardens: the kitchen garden and the soft fruit garden. The kitchen garden consists of a master’s walk with its eight accompanying fruit and flower beds, four quarters of plant beds, a row of cold frames, a border for kitchen herbs and four fruit walls. Two years later (in step 3) the conservatory was build where we grow grapes now and store the orangery plants in winter time.
In the kitchen garden we grow a profusion of edible plants such as asparagus, hop, sweet potato, sweet peas, strawberries, artichokes, cardoon and onions, echalottes, tomatoes, sweet and hot peppers, courgettes, aubergines in a variety of colours and shapes. Cabbages, kohl rabi, Brussels sprouts in green and purple varieties, a small but impressive dahlia collection with the most beautiful purple and white 1939 ‘Deuil du Roi Albert’, a less perfect ‘Edinburgh’ so to speak.
The kitchen garden hosts every year one crop that is presented in as much varieties as we can find. In the past we had lettuces, tomatoes, onions, etc. 
I’m dreaming of showing in the future what is left of the cultivars of Parma violets with over 60 varieties in white, lilac, blue, purple, violet, bicolors and doubles). Parma violets were used for boutonnières later to be replaced by saintpaulia flowers and as sugared flowers in combination with sugared almonds and chocolates, now replaced by ink coloured locust flowers.
In the fruit and flower beds along the masters walk, climbing roses on standards compete with pear fruit pyramids and hydrangeas, peonies and delphiniums. Rose petals were used to perfume water, as sugared petals for desserts, for jellies, and to cover the streets for wedding parties or when the annual early summer procession of the holy sacrament was passing by. 
The soft fruit garden

Along side the central path in the soft fruit garden plum and gage varieties are trained as horizontal palmets against open trellisses. The eye-catcher in the soft fruit garden is the tunnel with a traditional pear fruit hedge with Conference and Durondeau.  There is the collection of red, white and black currants, red and yellow early and late raspberries, red and green gooseberries all of them presented as cordons, fans, and on standards as well as a collection of open air grapes, presented in fan shape and guillot system. Special interest goes to the national collection of Belgian Hydrangea macrophylla reference collection with the 13 Désiré and Emile Draps varieties and one Johannes Palmer Hartman cultivar, all from the 1930s and 1950s. 
Splendid new features are the fruit goblets with pears trained in the different traditional shapes. They will be among the masterpieces of true craftmanship. 
A great success are the blackberries ‘Thornless Evergreen’ and ‘Thornfree’ with two horizontal runners and 20 or more vertically attached secondary branches on the southwest facing fruit wall. It’s a variation on the Guyot system for grapes.
Plum and gage half standard orchard

Behind the soft fruit garden lies the half standard plum and gage orchard, a typical local custom. The half standard orchard was the province of the farmers wife. She had the responsibility over the small farm animals, poultry, sheep, goat and calf that were grazing there. The high standard orchard was grazed by cattle and horses and therefore the responsability of the farmer. Could you imagine animals in our orchard 
…
Fruitbags

Two years ago Marcel Vossen completed the 3th step:  a section with modern, mainly 20th century commercial training forms and a traditional mixed high standard orchard with local apples, pears, plums, cherries and walnuts. The Museum Garden is probably the only garden were all training types of fruit trees, traditional and modern are presented to the public.
There is a world wide tradition of growing fruit in fruit bags to protect it against insects, pests and diseases, against cold winds and heavy sunshine and … birds. The waxed paper bags act as a small conservatory. It is the only way of producing immaculate fruit! A couple of days before the harvest, the bags are removed and the fruit can get a nice blush. I’ve find fruit bags in Spain (for peaches and nectarines) and Japan (from large pomelo bags to small kiwi bags).
Poire Williams

We enjoy the good things in live, so we grow pears in bottles, to produce the one and only real ‘Poire Williams’. We know now that it perfectly works with all pear varieties having long stalks: Williams Bon Chrétien of course and Williams Duchesse, but also with Durondeau and Doyéné du Comice. I can asure you that the Poire from Doyenné tastes delicious. Gardens are indeed living laboratories: so we even have made Poire Williams from apples too … but not from Court Pendu of course
The Museum Garden : some facts and figures

The Museum Garden covers 2,2 ha. We have 401 running meters of brick fruit walls. Since 2005 we have a fruit store house to store the apples, pears and grapes and a mushroom cellar where we grow Champignons de Paris. 
The total cost of the project was about 2.5 million euro (roughly 1.7 million pounds). 
Five gardeners are working fulltime 7 months in the garden and 2 of them work 12 months. The annual cost of the gardens is about 115.000 euro (or 78.000 pounds). 
The espalier fruit trees of Gaasbeek: rational pruning
In trained fruit trees beauty comes from perfection. We are so proud with our collection that is the result of an old approach of pruning trained fruit trees: the ‘beredeneerde snoei’ or ‘la taille raisonnée’ or ‘rational pruning’. 
Rational pruning was developed in Belgium in the second half of the 19th century in an attempt to fully controle fruit tree growth. Untill then gardeners had tried to prune trees more or less in shape after they had been growing freely at first. Traditionally gardeners were happy with healthy and fruitful trained fruit trees having a more or less regular form. They weren’t too anxious about which branches or shoots produced the fruit.
Rational pruning helps gardeners to produce branches with a specific function: leaf production or flower bud production. Year after year gardeners could build by rational pruning a fully symmetrical main frame for the espaliers. On the main frame branches, garderers were stimulating leaf shoots into flowering sprigs that produce fruit. Every year the new leaf shoots had to be pinched to produce flowering sprigs for the next year. By correct pruning and pinching, gardeners could already forsee the harvest of the coming year and even beyond that. 

Rational pruning leeds to a better structured and systematic reasoning, to more logical and more efficiënt espaliers, enhances the crop and improves its quality.

Above all the propagators of rational pruning tried to convince gardeners to think first and think at least 3 years ahead before starting to prune. 
From the 1860s on, Sunday morning pruning courses were organised after mass all over the country. 
The organisers had an wide audience: in- or outside town, every family with a few square meters of garden had at least a couple of espalier fruit tree standing against a wall. Soon rational pruning had become a way of uplifting people into rational thinking. 
As early as 1860 two state horticultural schools were founded: one near Gent and one near Brussels by Jan Van Hulle (+1900), Eduard Peynaert (+1900), Jean De Beucker (+1906), Frédérique Burvenich (+1917), the most influential propagators of rational pruning. 
Our suppliers:

We got our young espalier fruit trees from the famous nursery Delbard in the Auvergne en France and from the Chottard brothers in Gosselies near Charleroi in Belgium. They represent the old generation of propagators of ‘la taille raisonnée’. After their horticultural education in Vilvoorde they started to work in their father’s nursery and continued to produce the most beautiful single palmets, palmets verrier and U-shaped forms in dozens of varieties of apples and pears and palmets of plums and gages. They know hundreds of varieties and where to find them and how to reproduce them. Retired now, André and Paul Chottard still help us grafting rare Van Cromphout varieties. We call them in French: des vrais seigneurs. 
Challenges:
Our mayor challenges are to invest more in going more public and international and before all to launch training programs in rational pruning. Unfortunately, training is not the core business for the managing administration. Yes, there is a website but it is not an interactive one and yes there are flyers, but their distribution stays local. A first step into the outside world has been the cooperation with European Garden Heritage Network, the garden network of almost a 100 parks and gardens in Nordrhein-Westfalen, Pays de la Loire, Cheshire, Somerset and Surrey following 4 garden themes: historic gardens, gardens of famous people and events, productive gardens and contemporary gardens. And there are apparently close contacts with people from the RHS. Another step into international daylight is our presence here at the Walled Kitchen Garden Network Forum.
We are aware that creating the Museum garden was the easiest part of the project. And maintaining the high standard maintenance is definitely not a problem for years to come. Nevertheless, the fact that it exists is certainly not sufficient to make it survive. As all types of gardens, walled kitchen gardens are ephemeral! The positive part is that the basic theory and practice of rational pruning is already passed on to the young highly motivated gardeners at the Museum Garden.
We fully understand that the Museum Garden only will and can survive, if we manage to force a sustainable long term policy, to continue the top quality maintenance of today, to intensify international contacts with other walled kitchen garden projects, to attract more international visitors, to organise on a regular base international courses in rational pruning, and finally to set up educational programs for different groups. 
In brief Ladies and Gentlemen, we have proved to be capable of running this extensive walled kitchen garden as a garden, but now the time has come to add professionals to our team who know how to run the garden as a living museum. If we succeed in all these tasks, the Museum Garden at Gaasbeek might become a reliable beacon in the world of horticulture.
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