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De Wiersse’s magnificent vistas, 
including this view across the sunken 
garden through the beeches, have all 

been carefully maintained. 

Left Clipped hedges surround the 

sunken garden and partly obscure the 

house. In the foreground are the white 

spikes of Maianthemum racemosum.

dutch garden

In brief 
What Historic rural Dutch garden  
with English influences.
Where Between Vorden and  
Ruurlo, in the Gelderland province  
of the Netherlands.
Points of interest Formal structures, 
romantic planting, impeccable vistas.
Size 39 acres, within a 740-acre estate.
Soil Sandy and acid. 
Climate Continental, with cold winters 
and warm summers.
Hardiness rating USDA 8b.

Making history
The beautiful gardens of De Wiersse are an ever-changing 
work of art that is fresh and modern while remaining loyal 
to its heritage, thanks to owners Laura and Peter Gatacre  
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      he Achterhoek, or back corner, of Gelderland 

is so rural and wooded that, were it not for the 

architecture, you might hardly think you were 

in the Netherlands at all. Not far from the 

medieval town of Zutphen, you will, having 

got lost once or twice along tree-lined avenues 

of sand, find De Wiersse, a moated early 

18th-century house in a pristine landscape.

At first it all seems straightforwardly 

continental: formal arrangements of canals 

and avenues laid out to flatter an unassuming 

gem of a house, great trees dipping into water, 

lawn giving way to meadow, which in turn 

yields seamlessly to wood. The first part of  

the garden is entirely in keeping with this 

philosophy – a vast parterre of box edging and 

roses, made more to be seen from the drawing 

room windows than for closer examination. 

You might, at that point, think you have 

got it, and then you notice that the path 

leading out of the parterre is guarded by a 

enormous pair of topiary ducks. Not beautiful 

18th-century ducks, but cartoon rubber ducks 

with bulging eyes and grinning bills. This, you 

now realise, is about to get more interesting. 

Beyond the ducks there is a sunken garden 

with a double border and covered walkway. 

The planting here is exquisite, but in a very 

un-Dutch way. It is too lively, too improper, 

too unfussy. You have questions.

One of the answers is that this garden is  

a bubbling synthesis of Dutch and English 

sensibilities and nonsensibilities. The house 

came to Peter Gatacre through his Dutch 

mother, but his father was English, as is his 

wife, Laura, who is the current presiding 

genius of the garden. You don’t have to be 

long in Laura’s company to realise that it is  

she who is largely responible for the liveliness 

that has been injected into these formal 

structures. She didn’t put the ducks there; they 

were a practical joke played one on the other 

by Peter’s parents. But she has benefitted from 

their presence, which proclaims that it’s all 

right to be historical and have fun.

Because on the heritage side the garden  

is impeccable. Peter is fantastically correct 

and conscientious about his responsibilities 

to the place – his grandfather was Victor de 

Stuers, the godfather of the Rijksmuseum, 

and so the preservation of heritage runs in 

his blood. But Laura’s eye for a plant and  

her enthusiasm in collecting, propagating 

and endlessly shuffling them around is what 

makes the garden vibrant.

Unlike most gardeners who accompany 

you with a pair of secatuers, Laura will bring 

along a wheelbarrow, fork and full can of 

water. Borders are rearranged on the spot, on 

the basis of some glancing remark of yours, 

and any murmer of admiration is likely to lead 

to an enormous clump being lifted, split and 

you offered the better half. Meanwhile, when 

you near the spot from which the fountain is 

best viewed, Peter will have disappeared to 

turn it on so that it will be gushing skywards 

at exactly the right moment.

There are wild parts and formal parts,  

rare plants grown well and common  

plants used ingeniously. But my favourite 

part is the kitchen garden, which is just 

squares cut into the turf but where Laura  

has free rein. Here, among the fruit and 

vegetables, she bulks up plants that she  

wants more of and indulges the plants that 

she can’t have enough of. It is ebullient. 

T 

Laura’s gardening philosophy
Laura says she doesn’t have a philosophy when she gardens. “I’m always going to do something 

particular and nearly always get distracted,” she says. Luckily, it is usually by something else 

in the garden. With such a vast mix of gardens to oversee, Laura’s trick seems to be to attach 

equal importance to her pleasures and her duties. While the maintenance and restoration of 

the historical parts are endlessly discussed and reviewed, her indulgences, innovations and 

pet projects are never far from the top of the agenda. Aside from the kitchen garden, there 

is also a pets’ corner in the woods, barely noticeable unless Laura is with you to point it out, 

where she experiments with Meconopsis and difficult lilies and other treasures that a sensible 

person would never attempt in this climate. Occasionally, something will defy the logicians by 

flourishing, from where it makes it into the garden proper, lending depth to the breadth.

Turn over for 12 of Laura’s favourite plants

The statues at either end of the Rose 
Garden were discovered buried, where 
they now stand, by Peter’s grandmother. 

At the end of a long, winding beech 
tunnel is a lovely enclosed garden room 
with a spectacular 8m-high fountain.

Viewed from the Chinese Bridge is  
a long stream that flows through the 
garden feeding ponds in the wild garden.

Old pear trees line the kitchen garden, 
which produces food for the house and 
also acts as a trial ground for new plants.

The comical topiary ducks that guard 
the exit from the formal Rose Garden 
began life as peacocks. 

Left In the Tennis Court Garden (the 
tennis court was short-lived), the statue 
of a triton is surrounded by Iris ‘Caesar’.  
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 1 Main house
 2 Rose Garden
 3 Duck sentries
 4 Sunken Garden 
 5  Discus Thrower statue
 6  Oak and beech avenue
 7 Chinese Bridge
 8 Fountain
 9 Beech tunnel
10 Tennis Court garden
 11 Kitchen garden

GARDEN PLAN

dutch garden
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1 Clematis patens ‘Manshuu Ki’ 

I bought this clematis many years ago  

when it was known as C. patens ‘Wada’s 

Primrose’. It now grows over the wall 

alongside Paeonia delavayi f. lutea. The 

plants complement each other perfectly  

and are so close to the kitchen they are 

constantly in view. 1-2m. 

 

2 Rhododendron luteum 

This rhododendron was planted by my 

husband’s father, WE Gatacre, in the 1920s. 

Its wonderful flowers fill the garden  

with scent in May. 2.4m. USDA 5a-9b†.

3 Adiantum aleuticum   

This delicate maidenhair fern, with  

kohl-black stems, looks so tender but is 

astonishingly hardy. I love to have species 

tulips, such as Tulipa linifolia, growing out  

of it. 10cm. AGM*. RHS H5.

4 Scilla bithynica 

A friend of mine gave me this and it has 

increased so generously that it now makes 

clouds of soft blue among the daisies all 

over the wild garden. 15cm. AGM. RHS H5.

5 Viola ‘Inverurie Beauty’  

This superb scented pansy is a big favourite. 

It has long stems for picking, it climbs and  

it flowers from May to September.  

50cm. AGM. RHS H5. 

  of Laura’s 
favourite plants

6 Wisteria floribunda ‘Alba’ 

This wisteria is heaven sent; we think  

it must be an especially brilliant clone.  

In May, on the walk beneath the pergola,  

it is staggering, both to see and inhale.  

9m. AGM. RHS H5, USDA 5a-10b.

  

7 Tulipa ‘Ile de France’

I love this tulip. A very pure, solid red that is 

late flowering, set off by the foliage of 

Veratrum nigrum and Adiantum aleuticum. 

And close by there is Exochorda x macrantha 

‘The Bride’.  Red and green and white and  

all the different textures are so pleasing. 

90cm. USDA 3a-8b.

8 Narcissus poeticus

This is a plant that takes us from spring to 

summer. In the wood and near the water  

it looks completely natural. I plant more 

every year and they increase slowly.  

45cm. USDA 4a-11.

    

9  Oak and beech 

This avenue of immensely tall oak and beech 

trees frame the statue of a discus thrower 

that was placed at the end of the broad walk 

by Peter’s father WE Gatacre.  

10 Rhododendron ‘Alice de Stuers’ 

A plant chosen by, and named for, my 

mother-in-law – and one that is still in 

cultivation. It was Alice who created the 

sunken garden in 1913 and planted the 

bergenias, which have only recently been 

divided and replanted. 1.5m. 

11  Polystichum polyblepharum

An evergreen fern that is tolerant of a wide 

temperature range and has a furry quality 

that makes it very endearing. 60cm. AGM. 

RHS H7, USDA 5b-9b.

12 Paeonia delavayi f. lutea

This peony is a very nice greeny-yellow  

and holds its own on the terrace by the 

house. 1.2m. 

USEFUL INFORMATION

Address De Wiersse, Wiersserallee 9,  

7251 LH Vorden, the Netherlands.

Tel +31 (0)573 451409.

Website dewiersse.nl/en

Open Open days for 2015 are: 14 May,  

24-25 May, 19 July, 26 July and  

18 October. The garden is also open on 

selected Thursdays and Saturdays from  

April to September. See website for details.

12
Laura, shown above with her dog Petal, is 

passionate about the gardens, which she 

describes as a “painting you can walk 

through” but is “never quite finished”. 

*Holds an Award of Garden Merit from the Royal Horticultural Society. †Hardiness ratings given where available.


