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In 1970 the family moved to the gardener’s house of a great estate with
an old walled garden of some 4 acres to garden in. When they arrived this
was almost entirely derelict apart from some mature fruit trees and the 
remnants of box hedging. Finding these, Jacques did not impose a precon-
ceived plan but went with it and used this raw material, transforming the
garden into one of the most recognisable and idiosyncratic in the world.

The garden is set back from the road and surrounded by a tall beech
wood, giving it a completely green backdrop. You are met with his trade-
mark impeccably clipped hornbeam hedges (I confess that my own garden
is measured out in hornbeam entirely influenced by Jacques Wirtz) screen-
ing the house. There is a lot of clipping in a Wirtz garden (the box hedges
alone take two people six weeks to cut) but, I was firmly told, always with an

electric hedge cutter if possible or by hand, never with a petrol-driven machine. These
green walls make spaces of monastic quiet and calm.

I was nervous about meeting him. As one always is with heroes. As a rule it is a 
disappointment but not this time. He is a tall, benign, smiling man and incredibly
active and sprightly for someone in their mid-eighties. He still works every day on new
projects, and still loves his own garden with the excitement and passion he had when
he came nearly forty years ago. The house is modest but beautiful inside and out.
Breakfast on the lawn, white tablecloth and perfect manners, clean spaces filled with
light inside. All is modest and restrained and yet wholly relaxed.

The garden is an irregular rectangle divided into four by paths flanked with the
famous astonishing cloud pruned box hedges. Jacques told me that this was simply a
practical way of dealing with old hedges that had become so shaded and overgrown
that they consisted of individual, lanky bushes with gaps between them. By clipping
them with the existing curves and undulations he encourage them to grow together to
make a sinuous form that is billowingly beautiful. Half of the quarter nearest to the
house might be called a conventional garden, with a lawn, borders, pond and green-
house and there is a hidden garden in another quarter but the rest is given up to nurs-
ery stock planted in informal beds. This description does no service to it at all. For a
start you are hardly aware of any of this. Other than the quartering paths the whole
seems to be a seamless whole. Yet it is quite unlike anything you are likely to have expe-
rienced before. It has the clipped formality of Villandry, yet as unostentatiously as
possible – rather as though one has stumbled upon an attic full of beautiful, yet slight-
ly forgotten, objects or into a sculptor’s studio filled with work in various stages of
completion.

There are clipped yews, hollies, some so huge that they can only be trimmed from vast
cranes. There is a sense of Alice through the Looking Glass here – everything is familiar but
strangely so. Things are bigger, more
trimmed and clipped and yet more wild
than one is used to. Parts of the garden
are like a quarry with blocks of green
standing waiting to be carved. The bub-
bling curves of the cloud hedges and the
clipped shapes beyond them in every
direction shape the spaces between the
plants, sculpting the green air.

Above Jaques Wirtz 
and I sat for hours 
discussing his garden.
His enthusiasm and
love for his garden,
and his work, is 
inspirational.
Opposite Waterlilies
and Equisetum fill the
pond, whilst irises are
massed in the sur-
rounding beds and
another low box hedge
divides this part of the
garden from the house.

I SPENT TWO DAYS IN
THE GARDEN AND
NEVER TOUCHED A
MOMENT OF LESS
THAN WONDER AND
DELIGHT.

 


