
Inside Eton's secret gardens

James Alexander-Sinclair, presenter and Chelsea judge, lets Mary Keen cast an eye over his designs for Eton

Party piece: Mary Keen and James Alexander-Sinclair, above, tour James’s King of Siam’s garden, originally created for Prajadhipok (Rama VII Photo: Martin Pope
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James Alexander-Sinclair is known as a cool, quirky presenter. He stars in jokey-blokey films with Joe Swift and Cleve West and is a regular on television, as well as a

journalist and a designer. He wears a big hat, and uses the odd eccentric turn of phrase.

But the one-time maverick, who could always be relied on for some sparky, irreverent comment, is gradually morphing into a horticultural establishment figure. He is a

member of the RHS council and a Chelsea judge. He wears the hat less these days and admits to being the son of an army officer.

He also went to Eton, and when I discovered he had designed three gardens at his old school, it seemed a good opportunity to judge the judge’s work – and to talk to

him about what makes a good garden.

It was brave of him to agree. Most designers are reluctant to show their work to others in the same trade. In the garden world, designers can and do bite each other. In

the week after Chelsea, everyone wants to argue about their choice for Best in Show.

Last year, many designers complained about lack of transparency in the judging. So for 2014 the RHS devised a new method of marking show gardens, based on a set

of formal criteria. The broad headlines are overall impression, realisation of the brief, construction, finish, quality, relevance and design. James was involved in drawing

up the new rules and presented them to viewers in Chelsea week.

The first thing I asked, when I went to see his new designs at Eton, was what his own rules were. What did he think about at the start of any project? His answer was

“buildings, views and use of the place”.

Certainly it is hard to escape the architecture at the grand old school. There is a backdrop of Tudor brickwork and gothic stone pinnacles on the chapel. Beaks on

bikes and boys in tails. The place reeks of tradition, so it was not your average brief. It was hard to see how James would cope with the scale and drama.

The first garden we looked at was a small sunken rectangle between the Provost’s garden and the playing fields. This is the King of Siam’s garden, created in 1929

when Prajadhipok (Rama VII), who was at Eton before the First World War, paid for a garden to replace the Provost’s stables.

Eighty years later, when James was asked to rethink the planting, it was looking tired and in need of a boost of colour, or what James calls “jazzing up”.

We visited on the day before Eton’s major holiday, the “Fourth of June”, actually held on the Wednesday before the first weekend of June. The school has to look its

best. James had obviously fulfilled the brief. The revamped King of Siam’s garden is a summer party piece, with flowers in moody shades of plum that echo the

colours of the bricks behind. It looks restrained, but the planting dances.

A tight budget meant that any hard landscaping was out, but James added a yew hedge between the King of Siam’s and the Provost’s gardens, as well as eight Prunus

x subhirtella 'Autumnalis’, the winter flowering cherry. A pair of these trees planted on the far side of the hedge link the two gardens. Eton has another important

parents’ day at the end of November, when the incomprehensible Wall Game is played. The cherries provide unseasonal blossom for those who might be bored by

balls.

Dug from what was once lawn, the borders here are only 8ft wide. But there are plants for drama and texture that are some of the designer’s current favourites.

Ligusticum lucidum is a large umbellifer, rather like Selinum wallichianum, but it flowers earlier in the year. Other theatrical plants are Datisca cannabina, the false

hemp, and Seseli libanotis. James uses salvias in several shades (I liked 'Pink Delight’), and clumps of iris 'Deep Black’ for colour.

From looking at James’s previous work, I know that his usual technique – repeating half a dozen plants over a large area to provide a changing colour pattern over a

long season – can be very effective. The plants are mingled so the result looks naturalistic. He also uses smaller plants such as Dianthus carthusianorum, and the tiny

daisy Erigeron mucronatus, in the borders.

After the Fourth of June, there is a short lull for the holidays. By the time school reassembles, there are monardas, asters ('Little Carlow’ and 'Monte Cassino’),
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Rudbeckia 'Goldsturm’, Phlox 'Blue Paradise’, the sparkling daisy Nipponanthemum nipponicum, and Panicum 'Heavy Metal’, one of the designer’s favourite grasses.

The Provost’s garden is a private space with a large lawn for parties, dominated by a spectacular magnolia and a pergola. The latter takes the overspill from the ancient

wisteria growing on the wall behind.

Because the lawn has to be kept open, the layout here is tradtional. But James tweaked the borders on either side of the entrance a little by pulling them out. This

heightens the sense of stepping into a garden. There is an amazing stand of cardoons (again, for scale), which works well with the buildings behind. There are small

plants, too, like the blue baptisia, which is not seen enough, and veronicastrums, as well as more salvias. This area has less colour than the Siam garden, but it has a

settled feeling about it that seems right.

The third garden that James has reworked is the Fellows’ Garden, at the back of an 18th-century cloister building. It presents another set of challenges. There are two

cedars on the lawn, less than half a century old (but they look much older).

One of the first things James did was to clear a view to the river by creating a border instead of a bank of shrubs. He also added a low yew hedge several yards from

the building, to create a smaller private area. On a façade as important as this, climbers can look like scribbles on a beautiful drawing. But the hedge is a good way of

underlining a building and makes room for a smaller-scale planting at the foot of the walls. Iris 'Dreaming Yellow’ is repeated in clumps among libertia, ferns and

hydrangeas. The long border, punctuated by bushes of Rosa chinensis 'Mutabilis’, has plenty of Valeriana officinalis, Salvia 'Caradonna’, and lemon-yellow Cephalaria

dipsacoides.

I liked the planting in the Fellows’ Garden best, so this area was my Best in Show. But James also gets a Gold for the King of Siam’s garden, which fulfills its brief

beautifully.

On impact, originality, theatre and scale, relevance and spatial awareness – all Chelsea desiderata – James scores highly. Although, as he readily points out, more than

half the credit must go to the man in charge of the plants after the designer leaves. So Michael Long, the head gardener at Eton, is also awarded the Keen Gold medal.

Next up for James is a Horatio’s garden in Glasgow. Horatio Chapple was the Eton student killed by a polar bear in 2011, who has already given his name to a

therapeutic garden in Salisbury, Wiltshire, designed by Cleve West.

To judge by his performance at his old school, James will pass the next test with flying colours.

*Eton College gardens are open for the NGS on June 14, 2pm-5pm, Eton, Windsor. Home-made teas. Adults £5, children free (01753 671000).

James Alexander-Sinclair will be the designer for the proposed Horatio’s Garden at the Queen Elizabeth National Spinal Injury Unit in Glasgow.
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