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DAN GOODS

Travel helped to fertilise
Audrey Quealy’s
horticultural ambitions.

The world at her feet

Megan Backhouse
MBACKHOUSE@OZEMAIL.COM.AU

(Clockwise from main) De Wiersse,
seen from the air; symmetry
defines a pathway in the garden;
Audrey Quealy among the clematis.
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GARDENING

A udrey Quealy worked hard at school,
got good marks and enrolled in a law
degree. But she didn’t like it and within

six months had left university and picked up a
job in a cafe.

Quealy, who grew flowers and vegetables as a
child and keeps pots of annuals and perennials
in her house, says it never occurred to her to
make a career out of gardening. Even when,
about 18 months ago at the age of 22, she went to
an open day at Melbourne University’s Burnley
campus, she wasn’t sure she wanted to pursue
horticulture as a job. She loved the Burnley
grounds and the idea of spending time outside
and enrolled in the university’s Associate
Degree in Urban Horticulture. ‘‘I thought
gardening might just be a hobby, I didn’t want
to put any pressure on it.’’

She began the course last year and in her
midyear break spent two weeks working at
Great Dixter in Britain. This rambling,
sophisticated Sussex spread completely
turned her head.

It’s not easy to create the sort of drama and
dynamism you see in Great Dixter’s mixed
borders – lively, multilayered affairs that never
look the same two days running. These borders
are brimming with plants that variously spike,
sweep, thread and clamber, and that require
gardeners to keep in mind every smothering,
self-seeding, crowding-out plant interaction.

‘‘People come back to visit Great Dixter all
the time because it is always changing,’’ Quealy
says. ‘‘They want to see what comes next.’’

Quealy, too, was transfixed. As well as
learning the Great Dixter way of planting,
pruning and staking, she listened as the
gardeners discussed the best way to tackle
particular beds and watched how they only
‘‘selectively’’ manicured the whole garden to
ensure a measure of wildness remained.

But what struck her most was the level of
plant knowledge. ‘‘It’s a big and full garden, but
everyone knew the genus, species and cultivar
of every single plant, it was pretty incredible.’’

Moreover, Quealy says she was ‘‘shocked’’
that the gardeners didn’t wear the khaki-
coloured work gear favoured in Australia but
‘‘linen and nice clothing’’. Everything about
Great Dixter made gardening feel important.

She came back ‘‘so inspired’’ that she
promptly set about lining up her next overseas
posting. This week Quealy left Melbourne to
spend two months working with the handful of
gardeners employed at the rural Dutch garden
of De Wiersse. There, around a moated 18th
century manor house, Quealy will be let loose

on 16 hectares of garden and 32 hectares of
parkland. British gardening magazine Gardens
Illustrated has described De Wiersse as a place
of ‘‘rare plants grown well and common plants
used ingeniously’’. Country Life says that all
about the place are ‘‘details of craftsmanship
and skill’’.

Quealy says that in preparation she has been
studying the garden’s long plant list, which
includes everything from tree peonies to
clematis, rhododendrons, tulips, scented
pansies and beech trees. ‘‘I love plant taxonomy,
knowing the origins and breeding history of
different cultivars. Lots of people take the
design route into landscapes, but I am more
interested in the science. Even disease and pest
management all comes down to taxonomy and
the stresses you are putting on plants by not
growing them in the correct environment.’’

Quealy has spent this year working for a
nursery specialising in clematis and a garden
maintenance firm, and says she is unlikely to
finish her associate degree. Melbourne
University is dropping the course after this
year because of a lack of enrolments.

Quealy says gardening – as opposed to, say,
landscape architecture – isn’t seen as an
attractive career option. ‘‘When I say I am not
at uni but am working with plants, people see
that as a lesser thing. I don’t know why that is.
You are interacting with nature, you are in
touch with the weather and rainfall, you learn
new things every single day. It’s a really
fulfilling career.’’
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OPEN
Autumnal oaks, maples, beeches and
birches, lawn terraces, tightly clipped
hedges, formal Irish ‘‘knot gardens’’
and 200-year-old camellias will be the
order of the day when Akenfield
(pictured), a 1.2-hectare Mornington
Peninsula garden, opens this
weekend. Owner Robin Hunt says he
and his late wife, garden historian
Suzanne Hunt, ‘‘didn’t start out with a
plan’’ and learnt about caring for their
soil and the growth habit of plants as
they went. Akenfield (237 Barkers
Road, Main Ridge) is open today and
tomorrow, 10am to 4.30pm, $10.
opengardensvictoria.org.au

LECTURE
Horticulturalist Dermot Malloy will
next week talk about his recent visit
to the Arabian Peninsula, where he
worked on a botanic garden being
established over 420 hectares in
Oman. Malloy, who works for the
Melbourne Royal Botanic Gardens,
helped Oman Botanic Garden nursery
staff with mountain field trips and
propagation techniques. The lecture
is hosted by the Friends of the RBG
Melbourne. Malloy will speak at 6pm
for 6.30pm, Mueller Hall, National
Herbarium (Birdwood Avenue) on
May 10, $25/ $20 Friends of the RBG
Melbourne. Bookings at
rbgfriendsmelbourne.org.

ITALIAN STYLE
A new book detailing the restoration
of a Renaissance-garden-turned-
concrete-carpark in Tuscany details
how age-old Italian gardening styles
made their way to Australia, got
tweaked a little and then made their
way back to Europe. The Italian
Garden, edited by Cecilia Hewlett and
Narelle McAuliffe, focuses on a
courtyard in the city of Prato that was
established in the
15th century.
Australian garden
designer Paul Bangay
was recently
commissioned to
recreate the garden.
The book is a
celebration of the
project, with text from Bangay and
academics about the courtyard and
Italian Renaissance gardens more
generally.
The Italian Garden, Thames &
Hudson, $49.99.
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