First Find Your Field

The building of a new walled garden
Robert Rendel
I’m here first because I have always enjoyed walled gardens, something which  goes back to childhood holidays in Wadhurst, Sussex with two lovely old great aunts, genuine Victorians. They had a small walled kitchen garden behind the house, a greenhouse in the middle, an old water barrow and a fig tree against a wall. Fifty years later, when I retired, I announced that I was going to build a walled garden for myself, and my work colleagues gave me a sundial. Some said it was to start me off, others that I was running out of time.

Either way I couldn’t back out.

And second because, if she will excuse the expression, I was turned on by Susan Campbell. I loved “Charleston Kedding” and got in touch to find out more about her illustration of an anti -frost peach shelter made in the 1880s by my near namesake firm “Rendles”.

Susan came to see our new walled orchard, (I’ll explain later why I call it a walled orchard), and some time later, out of the blue, came an invitation to talk today. (Please excuse some of the slides. Most of my early photos were prints and several of the slides have had to be made from them.)

It really all started way back in 1947 with my wife’s parents buying the 250 acre Shogmoor farm, 500ft up in the Chilterns overlooking the Hambleden valley and including this barn. The story is they bought it because when they saw the farm the two acre field just west of this barn was a sea of blossom. My wife, Shuna, was brought up on the farm, and I started pursuing her there 43 years ago. When my father-in-law died in 1976 (the main farmland having been sold long before), we bought the barn and have been working on it ever since! This is how it looks today with me striding rather purposefully towards it.  5 years ago we bought the 2 acre field to the west which had so attracted my parents-in-law (though only one pear tree stump was left) and began to plan for the walled orchard. This is a view from the barn over the lawn to the field and the Hambleden valley. The walled orchard was to be behind the ruined chestnut at the right edge of the picture.

First I visited the local planners (it’s an area of outstanding natural beauty), and said I wanted to build a walled garden in the field next to my existing garden. “Absolutely no chance”, they said. Then I said I wanted to build walls to grow fruit trees and to keep deer out (our record is 56 deer on the lawn at one time). They “doubted if the Planning Committee would be in favour”. Then I remembered that the whole field had been an orchard and is shown that way in maps. “Then it’s quite OK. You don’t need planning permission at all”. 

I asked about the walls and the planners said, and this is absolutely true, that I could build any sort of wall I liked and as many of them as I liked and in any material I liked, all over the field, as long as I didn’t change the use of the field. In other words I could cover the field with lidless boxes, lines or zigzags provided nothing was actually grown in the field besides grass or fruit. The only rule was a maximum height of 2 metres.

But for fruit tree walls I wanted more than 2 metres. Baldric like I had a cunning plan. Having checked it was the height of the wall outside that was important I asked whether it would matter if the wall inside was higher. “Should be OK”, the planners said. So I could and did scoop out the earth in the middle and, once the walls were built, replaced the top soil into raised beds, with paths between. The result is 4 metres inside at its highest, and the regulation 2 metres outside all the way round.  

There should be plans of the walls, paths, sheds and of the planting on everyone’s chairs so I won’t go into great detail now but I’ll try to describe the design and building process. 

It was all done by absolutely the best builder in the Chilterns, John Miller. His involvement at all stages was crucial. I could describe what I wanted – he worked out how to do it. It’s him in these two slides of the excavations starting in the top north east corner you were looking at just now. He commissioned the essential structural engineers’ drawings for the foundations. This one shows a cross section of the bits underground. They had to be extra strong in the top corner where the wall would be retaining the south-west facing slope. In these slides you can see the massive depth and width of the foundations and the nibs for the buttresses. They are 5ft wide in reinforced concrete. The front edge of the slab is under the wall but the rest runs back under the earth outside and not into the growing area in front. To keep the growing space as unpolluted as possible we also scraped out all we could of the building rubble in front of the wall before replacing the earth. With the foundations, the wall is up to 11ft underground on the outside. Lime mortar was used throughout and the pointing was deliberately not detailed off. Lime mortar allows for more movement but it doesn’t like frost. In the winter we had to wrap it up in an insulating blanket each night, with soil heating cables slung inside as well. On this base the builders laid the wall, narrowing it as it goes up with a double course of plinths the whole way round. 

It was important that when sitting inside the barn the new walls would not obstruct our views west over the valley and we did manage this. We also got the longest wall facing exactly due south and we made room for 4 trees on this wall, between the buttresses, and a greenhouse (still to be built) in the middle. There is a semi-circle in front of the greenhouse, (for citrus pots in the summer), out of which this early stage apple pergola runs north south. All the paths will be paved some time in the future.

The width was determined by needing three paths (two round the outside and one down the middle), with enough room for a fruit cage 4 bushes deep on one side and on the other a double row of autumn raspberries with fan trained trees at right angles to them. We also wanted a wide border for the fans on the south facing wall. The whole thing is about 82ft by 55ft.

Being a Mr McGregor fan I had to have a potting shed, as well as a lean-to for mowers, logs and so on which hasn’t been built yet. Actually the potting shed was nearly a disaster. We didn’t seal the door properly and it swelled in the wet. For two months I couldn’t get in. In the end I got a fan heater on it, shrunk it back, shaved it, sealed it and now I can get to Peter Rabbit.    

We wanted to soften the corner nearest the barn so cut across it at 45 degrees and put the potting shed and the future lean-to against it, with the main gate (it’s only a temporary version) between them. The main gate had to be where the inner and outer ground levels were reasonably close so we wouldn’t have a long cutting outside or a large ramp inside. We put another smaller gate in the middle of the west wall and, if we stand in our barn front door, we can see directly through both. It works brilliantly but to be honest it was chance not design.

Although the plan looks straightforward it was actually very difficult indeed to set out the detail. Among things which had to be positioned exactly right were the expansion joints, the buttresses, narrowed as they go up by some of the 900 fine nibbed sloping plinth bricks we used, and, at the very top, a double capping course of hard tiles to throw off the water and deflect the frost a little, with 750 half rounds to finish off, laid with rolls to follow the contours outside.

It took ages to find the right brick – we wanted just the right warmth and colour in them and a finish that didn’t look too slick. I must have seen hundreds of samples and visited all sorts of brickworks. In the end we settled on hand made “Bucks Multis”, 27,000 of them laid in Flemish Garden bond and supplied by the small local firm of “Duntons”. They were extremely helpful  and gave me this dating brick, which I liked very much, and a quantity discount which I liked even more. The exteriors of the east, south and west walls are flint panelled which is the local style and typical of the Chilterns. In the backfill areas outside we sowed wild flowers to integrate quickly with the rest of the field and make it “set”. But  the back wall, at the north, we left plain brick as it is the least visible and actually makes a good feature itself with the long lines of bricks and pointing and the 8 rolls on top.

Lastly some practical design features inside:                                                   The 5” poles supporting, at right angles to each other, the free standing fan trained trees and the double wired autumn raspberries, are 10ft long driven 2 ½ ft into the ground and held by 45 degree props carefully shaped to fit snug onto them. It’s a jolly difficult shape to achieve and I’m proud of having carved 32 of them by hand! The double wires for the raspberries are supported on cross yokes cut round the poles to give greater stability. All the wires are 2mm galvanised and are stretched between vine eyes and barrel bolts.

Against the wall I used the angles of the buttresses, which were carefully spaced to allow for a tree between each, into which I fixed 3” square oak posts with brass screws into the bricks not the mortar.  The wires could then be held on vine eyes at 4” from the wall. The wire is bound to the vine eye itself at one end and a barrel bolt stretcher hooked to a vine eye at the other.          Altogether I used 518 vine eyes, 243 barrel stretchers and more than a kilometre of wire. It took me an awfully long time to get all the wires in place. 

But the construction and earth replacing and building the beds (though admittedly not all the wiring) was finished in good time for planting in the winter of 2002/3 and the results have been spectacular. The speed of growth and healthiness of the apricots, nectarines, peaches and grapes has been fantastic. It was well worth all that reading the books, trawling the catalogues and visiting the specialist nurseries. I thought it would be years before the spaces were filled but the widths already are and the apricots will have to be cut back a lot this winter.

The final and greatest credit belongs to our builders. The walled orchard has been beautifully built and will stand for hundreds of years. They deserve to be recognised. This is our “thank you” to them – and it makes a good point to finish.
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