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  SHELBURNE FARMS


  A Gentleman’s Experimental Farm


  Shelburne, Vermont



   More than 350 people came to see the garden this afternoon in response to our invitation issued through the newspaper. It looks very well and the lilies are superb.


  —Lila Osgood Webb, July 23, 1926




  In the summer of 1926, Elizabeth “Lila” Osgood Vanderbilt Webb invited the public to see her magnificent garden at Shelburne Farms with an announcement in the Burlington Free Press. The open house, complete with tour guides, was such a success that it became an annual event.


  The daughter of William Henry Vanderbilt, Lila used her $10 million inheritance to purchase and develop Shelburne Farms on the banks of Lake Champlain between 1886 and 1905. Her husband, William Seward Webb, was a highly respected doctor, railroad magnate, and president of the Wagner Palace Car Company. The Webbs had a vision for their Shelburne property that included a respite from the summer heat and their busy lives in Manhattan, as well as a model agricultural farm. In 1886, they hired prominent architect Robert H. Robertson, who spent twenty years designing the one-hundred-room Shelburne House, the farm buildings complex, and over thirty other estate buildings in a distinctive blend of Queen Anne and Shingle Style.


  Frederick Law Olmsted was appointed to create a comprehensive landscape plan for the four thousand acres of woodlands and pastures. Olmsted’s plan divided the property into three sections: working farmland; managed forests; and the central parkland, which included the house, formal gardens, lawns, and twelve miles of beachfront on the lake. He laid out eleven miles of curvilinear, crushed-stone roads, including the entrance drive, carriage drives, service roads, and eight miles of walking trails. These routes were designed to complement the existing topography and to highlight beautiful views of the lake and the Adirondack and Green Mountains.


  In their experimental farm, the Webbs pursued ventures in horse breeding, sheep, bees, and poultry production, as well as crop research, dairy farming, fruit and vegetable growing, and forestry. While the farm was never profitable, it engaged in scientific research, state-of-the-art farming practices, sensible cultivation, and careful management. It also provided meat, fruit, vegetables, and dairy products for the Webbs in Shelburne and their other homes, as well as for dining cars on the New York Central Railroad and for sale to New York restaurants.


  The Webbs had four children, and since there were no other “society” families in the area, life at Shelburne House was relaxed and family oriented compared to other Gilded Age estates. The family enjoyed an American version of the English sporting life, with hunts of pheasant, duck, and geese; golfing; carriage rides; canoeing and yachting on the lake; and Sunday lunches on the terrace overlooking the garden.
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  Eliza Osgood Vanderbilt Webb


  The formal garden at Shelburne Farms was designed by Lila and her English head gardener over a twenty-year period. Lila was a well-traveled, well-read, creative woman with a keen interest in horticulture and garden design. Her garden was inspired by trips to Italy and England with a strong Italian architectural framework and Gertrude Jekyll–style plantings enhanced by Venetian stone figures. Located on a slope descending to the lake, the garden was set on three brick-lined terraces. A central grass path led to a water lily pool surrounded by Siberian iris. It was flanked on both sides by flower gardens. Twelve-foot-deep borders of perennials displayed a progression of bloom color from cool whites, blues, and pinks to warm yellows, oranges, and reds. A rose garden featured four hundred pink, yellow, and white roses. There was an eighty-foot-long peony border, a pergola covered with climbing roses, and a thyme lawn. The descent from terrace to terrace culminated in a semicircular room that opened out on Lake Champlain, offering stunning views of the lake and Adirondack Mountains across the water. Lila lined the overlook’s balustrade with tubbed bay trees that provided a decorative rhythm.


  Having an Italian/English garden in the climate of northern Vermont was possible only with a large staff. During its peak years, Lila’s garden was supported by fifty gardeners and three acres of greenhouses for starting new plants and overwintering others.


  Since Lila’s death in 1936, Shelburne Farms has remained in the Webb family. The mansion has been converted to a historic country-house hotel, and the fourteen-hundred-acre working farm has become an educational nonprofit institution focused on sustainable agriculture, land stewardship, and environmental issues.


  [image: chpt_fig_004]


  [image: chpt_fig_005]


  [image: chpt_fig_006]


  [image: chpt_fig_007]


  [image: chpt_fig_008]


  [image: chpt_fig_009]


  [image: chpt_fig_010]


  [image: chpt_fig_011]


  [image: chpt_fig_012]

   




  [image: chpt_fig_013]

    

  HILDENE


  The Lincoln Family Home


  Manchester, Vermont


  When Robert Todd Lincoln built his eight-thousand-square-foot Georgian Revival mansion in Manchester, Vermont, he envisioned it as the new Lincoln ancestral home. It was a sharp contrast with the small log cabins in which his father, Abraham Lincoln, had grown up. It also illustrated the amazing transformation of family wealth that could be achieved in the Gilded Age in one generation.


  Born in 1843, Robert Todd Lincoln was the oldest son of Abraham and Mary Todd Lincoln and the only child to survive to adulthood. He first vacationed in the scenic town of Manchester as a young man and was struck by the natural beauty and tranquility of Vermont. Forty years later, he purchased five hundred acres and built his summer retreat on a three-hundred-foot promontory overlooking the Battenkill Valley. By that time, Robert had enjoyed an illustrious career as a lawyer and chairman of the Pullman Palace Car Company, the largest manufacturing corporation at the turn of the twentieth century. He also served as secretary of war and US ambassador to the United Kingdom.


  Robert named the estate Hildene from the Old English words meaning “hill” and “valley with a stream.” The mansion was designed by Shepley, Rutan & Coolidge with a grand porte cochere in the front, a shady porch at the end of the west wing, and a large brick terrace in the back. The Lincoln family loved their summer home and often stayed there for seven months of the year. The property included a working farm; vegetable, fruit, and cutting gardens; and an observatory that supported Robert’s keen interest in astronomy.


  Hildene’s grounds were designed by Frederick Todd, an apprentice of Frederick Law Olmsted. A long entrance drive winds through fields and woodlands to the mansion, which is set on a Great Lawn. The lovely parterre garden was designed by Lincoln’s daughter, Jessie, as a gift for her mother. When seen from her mother’s second-floor sitting room, the long parterre resembles a stained-glass Romanesque cathedral window. Closely cropped privet hedges serve as the window leading, while beds of single-colored flowers such as salvias, feverfew, Shasta daisies, daylilies, and dahlias represent panes of brightly colored glass. The garden is also home to original peonies imported from France, which burst into bloom in mid-June with more than one thousand fragrant blossoms. A central brick walkway with a white marble sundial leads to a rose bed at the far end of the garden, framed by a curved pergola and
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  a hedge of white Hydrangea paniculata. To the east of the garden, a low stone wall frames magnificent views of the Green Mountains and Battenkill Valley.
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    Robert Todd Lincoln, 1915


  After more than twenty summer seasons at his beloved Hildene, Robert died there in 1926. Hildene remained home to the Lincoln family until the death of Robert’s granddaughter, Mary Lincoln Beckwith, in 1975. Threatened by the prospect of a sale to private developers, neighbors and community members formed the nonprofit Friends of Hildene and fought for three years to save the historic estate. In 1978, they purchased the property and began restoring the house, outbuildings, and gardens. Today Hildene is furnished almost entirely with Lincoln family furniture and mementos, including a one-thousand-pipe Aeolian organ, which is played during house tours. In addition to the mansion and gardens, you can visit fourteen other historic buildings, the beautifully restored 1903 Pullman car Sunbeam, a goat dairy, a cheese-making facility, and the sustainable Dene Farm.
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  Jessie Harlan Lincoln
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  CASTLE HILL ON THE CRANE ESTATE


  A Grand Allée to the Sea


  Ipswich, Massachusetts


  Sailing a yacht in Ipswich Bay, Richard T. Crane Jr. was smitten by the beauty of the coastal landscape with miles of salt marshes, tidal rivers, sand dunes, and beaches. Inspired to create a summer estate, Crane purchased his first parcel in Ipswich in 1910 and ultimately amassed a total of thirty-five hundred acres. He crowned the summit of the estate with a grand mansion commanding marvelous views of formal gardens, picturesque landscape, and the sea.


  The Crane family’s wealth came from the manufacturing of pipes, valves, and fittings in Chicago. When Richard inherited his father’s company in 1914, he expanded into modern bathroom fixtures. While their permanent home was in Chicago, Ipswich was to be the summer retreat for Crane and his wife, Florence; their two children; and numerous guests. Working with leading Boston architecture firm Shepley, Rutan & Coolidge, the Cranes built a lavish Italian Renaissance Revival stucco mansion with a red tile roof in 1912. Set on the highest promontory overlooking the ocean, the villa’s stucco construction simply couldn’t handle the harsh wind, rain, and snow of its exposed location. It was razed in 1924 and replaced with a grand fifty-nine-room, Stuart-style English mansion, designed by world-renowned architect David Adler. The interior was decorated with English Georgian wood paneling, parquet wood flooring, and ornate wood carvings by Grinling Gibbons. Most impressive were the bathrooms, outfitted with cutting-edge fixtures like body sprays and heated towel racks, gleaming silver-plated piping and faucets, marble slabs, and Delft tiles.


  For eight idyllic weeks each year, the Cranes enjoyed their summer paradise with lavish picnics, parties, and boat trips. The grounds were designed for family entertainment and included a maze, a log cabin playhouse, a bowling green, a tennis court, a billiard room, walking paths, a deer park, a golf course, and the private beach. During its heyday in the 1920s, the estate was also a gentleman’s farm. The Cranes raised livestock and maintained a large vegetable garden and orchards with the help of one hundred gardeners and caretakers. They installed their own coal-fired power plant to supply electricity and used their plumbing expertise to create a 134,000-gallon underground water
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  cistern with pumps that supplied water to the house, outbuildings, gardens, and fountains.


  Like the original Italian-style villa, the stunning gardens were inspired by those of seventeenth-century Italy and designed by several renowned firms. Local landscape architect Arthur Shurcliff designed Castle Hill’s signature landscape element—the Grand Allée that runs north from the mansion to the Cranes’ private beach. The half-mile-long, 160-foot-wide stretch of emerald lawn is outlined by a double row of dark evergreens and classical statuary. Seen from the terrace, the allée rolls up and down hills and ends on a rise with nothing but the Atlantic Ocean visible beyond.
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    The Crane family in the garden circa 1915


  Shepley, Rutan  & Coolidge created the Italianate “Casino Complex” tucked into the allée’s first hillside. It included a saltwater swimming pool bookended by two villas: one housing a ballroom, the other providing “bachelors’ quarters” for the young men who visited. Today the former pool’s marble surround outlines a croquet lawn. The Olmsted Brothers firm also designed the sunken Italian garden with colorful perennial beds enclosed by walls and terraces. This was Florence’s favorite garden, and she personally supervised the pink, white, and blue color scheme. The garden was created as a hidden oasis with plantings of trees to screen the octagonal teahouses, flower borders, and decorative pool from view. Across the drive, stands of rhododendrons veiled the gate to the circular rose garden designed by Shurcliff in 1914. Renowned rosarian Harriett Risley Foote of Marblehead selected the six hundred varieties of roses for this garden. Twelve thousand rosebushes and climbers were displayed in four curving beds and draped an immense wooden pergola. Today, this garden has been transformed into a contemporary herbaceous border.


  When Richard Crane died in 1931, the family gave one thousand acres of beach and dunes to the Trustees of Reservations in his memory. Florence continued to spend summers at Castle Hill until her death in 1949. She bequeathed the mansion and additional land to the Trustees, who maintain it to this day. The magnificent Crane Estate now encompasses more than twenty-one hundred acres and is composed of three properties: Castle Hill, now a National Historic Landmark with 165 acres of gardens and grounds; Crane Beach; and the Crane Wildlife Refuge.
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  ISABELLA STEWART GARDNER MUSEUM


  A Venetian Courtyard in Boston


  Boston, Massachusetts


  On New Year’s Day 1903, members of the Boston Symphony Orchestra played the overture to Mozart’s The Magic Flute as the doors to what was then called Fenway Court were opened to guests for the first time. Isabella Stewart Gardner greeted several hundred elite members of Boston society—Boston Brahmins, artists, art patrons, writers, intellectuals, musicians, and performers—to the palace museum that she created on the outskirts of the city. In the depths of a New England winter, the palace’s glass-roofed courtyard was bursting with exotic flowers, lush green foliage, and sweet scents. A thousand candles illuminated paintings, sculptures, and tapestries collected from all over the world. Throughout the party, the esteemed guests were served champagne and donuts.
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    Isabella Stewart Gardner, 1888


  Isabella Stewart Gardner has been described as “one of the seven wonders of Boston.” A prominent member of Boston society, she collected illuminated manuscripts, sculptures, tapestries, antique furniture, ceramics, and metalwork. She and her husband, Jack Gardner, assembled one of the finest collections of old master paintings in America. After her husband’s sudden death in 1898, Gardner purchased land in the Fenway area of Boston to build a museum to display their acquisitions, which included over two thousand pieces. Isabella collaborated with architect Willard T. Sears on the design of her fifteenth-century Venetian-style palazzo, which was adorned with columns, windows, doorways, reliefs, and statuary that she had imported from Venice, Florence, and Rome.
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  When the building was completed in 1901, Isabella moved into a private apartment on the fourth floor and spent the next two years installing and arranging her collections. As a great patron of the arts, she often hosted painters, musicians, dancers, and actors. John Singer Sargent was a frequent houseguest, and he painted five portraits in her galleries. Isabella staged many concerts, dances, lectures, and exhibitions at Fenway Court, often as philanthropic events to raise funds for charities. On her death in 1924, she left the museum “for the education and enjoyment of the public forever,” stipulating that nothing in the galleries should be changed, sold, or acquired.
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  When Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum opened to the public, the glass-covered courtyard garden was the first of its kind in America. Isabella considered the flower-filled courtyard integral to the spiritual and artistic experience of the museum. One hundred years later, the courtyard garden continues to be the green heart of the museum. With its soft, natural light, the sound of trickling water, and the scent of flowers, it is a lush, peaceful sanctuary in a bustling city. The courtyard is surrounded by arcades, which evoke a cloistered, monastic feel, and is overlooked by windows on three floors of the palazzo. Its centerpiece is a second-century Roman mosaic floor featuring the head of Medusa, framed by a ground cover of baby’s tears and delicate ferns. Four majestic Australian tree ferns anchor the corners of the garden. Tropical foliage plants, vines, and potted trees provide a serene backdrop for changing displays of colorful flowers. Medieval and Renaissance architectural pieces, a renowned Farnese Sarcophagus, Greco-Roman statues, marble reliefs, fountains, and ornate basins connect the courtyard to the collections within the museum. Isabella’s favorite spot was the second-century winged throne, where she sat supervising plant installations and enjoying her indoor garden.
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  Isabella’s passion for art and nature extended into landscape design and botany. Her extensive travels had exposed her to a multitude of garden styles and a rich palette of plants. She established her reputation as a horticulturist and creative designer at Green Hill, her forty-acre summer estate in Brookline, Massachusetts. There she created elaborate Italian and Japanese gardens so her guests could tour the world by strolling through her gardens.
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  Just as in Isabella’s lifetime, the courtyard is transformed with seasonal floral displays throughout the year. In the winter, a holiday garden of blooming jade trees, silver dusty miller, aloe, and amaryllis is followed by orchids, calla lilies, and colorful tropicals. The hanging orange nasturtiums are an annual springtime tradition started by Isabella in the early 1900s and coincide with her April birthday. The nasturtiums are cultivated for nine months to create lush, twenty-foot-long vines that cascade from the upper balconies into the courtyard. Later spring displays feature brilliant azaleas, as well as clivias paired with blue cinerarias. Cool shades of blue and white dominate the summer months with hydrangeas, agapanthus, and bellflowers. In the fall, single-stemmed chrysanthemums trained in the Japanese ogiku style put on a dazzling show
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  Jana Milbocker is an author, speaker, and garden designer. She loves to visit gardens and historic sites in the United States and abroad and share her trips through guided garden tours, photos, and prose. She is the author of four garden travel guides: The Garden Tourist: 120 Destination Gardens and Nurseries in the Northeast, The Garden Tourist’s Mid-Atlantic: A Guide to 90 Beautiful Historic and Public Gardens, The Garden Tourist’s New England: A Guide to 140 Outstanding Gardens and Nurseries, and The Garden Tourist’s Florida: A Guide to 80 Tropical Gardens in the Sunshine State. She loves collecting plants and creating gardens around her 110-year-old home in the Boston suburbs.
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