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The United States has a rich garden heritage and culture which
is only too little appreciated beyond its borders. It is character -
istically patchy, with pockets of good gardening alternating with
more barren stretches. Our tour concentrates on the gardening
heartland, the area around the city of Philadelphia, but starting
in New York City, where there always was plenty of good
gardening if you know where to look, but where there is now
a remarkable growth in interest in gardening and in particular
home vegetable growing. 
Historically, the area we are visiting includes some of the

oldest settlements, and the garden history reflects this. The early
settlers had to be self-sufficient, and in a new land had to learn
what grew successfully, as well as explore the possibilities presented
to them by an unfamiliar flora. In an era before the opening up
of the vast plains of the Midwest to commercial agriculture, small-
scale food production, with ornamental gardening on the side,
was the rule. Locally-based horticultural societies were an
important means by which early American colonists exchanged
information and plants. One of these, the Pennsylvania Horti -
cultural Society, has left a particularly strong legacy, which we
will be exploring. 
There is a great deal of cutting-edge horticulture and

landscape design happening in the region we are exploring. Our
aim is to explore this as much as we can, looking at new ways
of planting and designing urban landscapes as well as at country
gardens, with an emphasis on the sustainable and the naturalistic.
So rich is the garden heritage of this region that it has been
difficult to decide what to leave out; and indeed I have made the
decision not to go to some of the most high-profile gardens in
the region. Instead we will be focussing on the contemporary
and in particular at places where we can meet with designers,
nursery staff and garden and landscape managers.

Day  2 . We d n e s d a y  1  O c t o b e r

The visit begins this evening where a welcome dinner has been planned
starting at 19:30. Rooms have been reserved from 14:30 this afternoon
at the newly opened Marriott Courtyard in Chelsea on Manhattan’s
west side, home to New York’s premier art scene and a ten minute walk
from the High Line and Time Square. D.

Day  1 . Tu e s d a y  3 0  S e p t em b e r

Noël Kingsbury is an internationally renowned writer and lecturer on plants and
gardens, with a particular interest in the ecology of the garden. He also works as a
designer, especially in the development of sustainable plantings for public spaces.

AMERICA ’ S  GARDEN HEARTLAND –  IT INERARY

DI SCOVER ING  AMER ICA ’ S
GARDEN  HEARTLAND

We start off visiting the High Line, which has established a reputation
as one of the world’s most innovative urban landscape features since
its opening in 2009. Built as a freight railway serving the western side
of Manhattan, it was abandoned in the 1960s, to become a secret urban
wilderness, overgrown with a mix of native and escaped garden plants.
A threat to demolish it in the early 2000s led to a campaign to develop
it as a public space. Winning the campaign, the Friends of the High
Line group, launched a competition for its design which was won
by James Corner Field Operations, with Piet Oudolf on the design
team as planting designer. 
Structural work necessitated the removal of all existing surface

material, including the vegetation, so the challenge was to create a
design which conveyed something of the wild and spontaneous nature
of what was there before. This, Oudolf has achieved triumphantly,
creating the illusion of nature in the city, at an elevation of two storeys.
The management of the High Line is however very labour intensive,
which we will be hearing about from the staff. Much of the work is
involved with maintaining the very high level of plant diversity.
With thousands of people walking it every day, the High Line has

created an enormous amount of interest and stimulated groups all over
the USA, and indeed further afield, to look creatively at other
abandoned railway lines as potential public spaces.
The people of New York City have been on something of a

gardening craze over the last few years, with many tiny pockets of land
(such as around street trees) being cultivated. In the afternoon, we will
visit a private garden in the city to appreciate this first hand. 
We will be very privileged to spend some of the day with Lynden

Miller, one of the most prominent and acclaimed designers of public
planting in the US, both in the New York Botanical Gardens (NYBG)
and at the Conservatory Garden in Central Park. B,D.

Battery Park

New York High Line

New York Botanical Gardens



“New York is home to a great gardening revival and cutting-edge public planting, while
the Philadelphia region is truly the US gardening heartland, with a long and continuing

history of creativity and innovation.” – Noël Kingsbury

    

D ay  3 . T h u r s d a y  2  O c t o b e r

D ay  4 . F r i d a y  3  O c t o b e r

Scott Arboretum

Today we drive around an hour and a half from New York City through
New Jersey, to near the border with Pennsylvania where we visit a
special private garden. In a woodland glade, James Golden has created
a naturalistic garden, which has become well-known internationally
through James’s blog –View from Federal Twist (federaltwist.com). At
this time of year it will be mostly grasses and perennial seedheads, with
a backdrop of trees just beginning to show colour. This will be a special
occasion to appreciate a private garden which plays very successfully
with the ideas of naturalistic planting we have all been talking about.
A little further on we come to the Delaware River, and the picturesque
little town of Stockton, where we will have lunch.

Arriving at the outskirts of the city of Philadelphia we visit the Scott
Arboretum of Swarthmore College. A major collection of trees and shrubs,
it is also a lot more, with a total of 4,000 species and cultivars of plants,
many of them integrated into the landscaping of the college campus.
Transfer to the city centre Omni hotel overlooking Independence

National Historic Park and surrounded by Philadelphia’s Society Hill.
The hotel is within walking distance of the Liberty Bell, U.S. Mint,
Independence Hall and the Benjamin Franklin House.  For the remainder
of the stay, we will be in downtown Philadelphia, the home of the US
nation and constitution. This is a safe and historic place, with plenty which
can be enjoyed after dark; tonight in particular, as many of the museums,
are open late on Fridays. B,L,D.

Today we start at The Battery, a traditional city park which overlooks
the Statue of Liberty at the very tip of Manhattan, the site of the original
Dutch settlement and fort. A major restoration in the early 2000s led
to it becoming a favourite site for New Yorkers, especially since it
also became a memorial for the victims of 9/11. Piet Oudolf led teams
of volunteers in planting up thousands of perennials amongst the trees.
We go on to the New York Botanical Gardens over in the Bronx,

which has always been one of the premier gardens in the US. There is
an enormous amount to see here, from historical features to some
exciting new developments. The Enid A.Haupt Conservatory is one
of the world’s great historic greenhouses, built in 1902, and home to
several important collections of plants from warmer climates. In
contrast, there is also cutting edge landscaping, in particular the Azalea
Garden has had a complete re-vamp over the last few years by Oehme
van Sweden, the Washington-based landscape company who have done
so much over the last two decades to revolutionise planting design
in the US; the garden here is designed to celebrate the rich flora of the
north-east. This garden is also offers a variety of examples of sustainable
design in action, such as a rain-water management system and the use
of re-cycled materials. The first signs of autumnal colour should be
seen in some of the areas of native forest included in the garden.
NYBG is home to important plant collections as well as more

decorative displays of public horticulture. There is a 60m border
designed by Piet Oudolf, a classic formal rose garden, a rock garden,
a herb garden and a perennial garden designed by Lynden Miller, famed
for her work in the city’s public gardens. B,D.

Philadelphia

The Federal Twist

The Pennsylvania Horticultural Society is an old-established body
which has not only survived since its 1827 founding, but grown and
developed its functions. Amongst these is the creation and management
of much of the green space in Philadelphia; the city authorities having
outsourced to the PHS. It is also hugely involved with supporting
community gardening and education. We will spend the day with
Chela Kleiber, who worked for PHS for many years; she will introduce
us to some of the projects which PHS runs, which will include some
of the city parks and public gardens. B,D.

Day  5 . S a t u r d a y  4  O c t o b e r



This morning the party will visit the Brandywine River Museum,
home to important art collections (notably work by the Wyeth family)
and set in the arcadian landscape of the Brandywine valley. The gardens
here include a great many native species and are designed in a
naturalistic style, with a variety of habitats.
We move on to the Mt. Cuba Center, one of the horticultural gems

of this region. Although it is largely a spring garden, there is still much
to see, including an area of natural woodland. Forests here are
extraordinarily diverse (by the standards of Europe) and cover very large
areas; this will be an opportunity to explore this important habitat.
Mt. Cuba carries out research into garden plants through a series of trials,
evaluating their performance and publishing research. Currently Baptisia,
Coreopsis, Heuchera are being intensively trialled, but with data being
collected on many others. We will meet with a staff member who will
show us around and discuss the evaluation programme with us. B,D.

Day  6 . S u n d a y  5  O c t o b e r

Distant Horizons have organised fourteen visits for Gardens
Illustrated to India, USA, China, Iran, Germany, France, Scotland
and Holland. Distant Horizons are licensed through the Civil
Aviation Authority (CAA) and hold an ATOL license No 4688. 

If you have any questions or would like more inform  ation please do
not hesitate to contact Distant Horizons:

TEL: +44 (0)151 625 3425
E-MAIL: info@distanthorizons.co.uk
ADDRESS: 13 Melloncroft Drive, Caldy, Wirral CH48 2JA
WEBSITE: www.distanthorizons.co.uk

Trip price: £2740 per person including accommodation, meals
(B,L,D) and visits. The price does not include international air
travel to New York and from Philadelphia. The single rooms
supplement is £730 per person.
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Rod & Susan Ward’s Garden

Mount Cuba Centre

Chanticleer

Day  7 . M o n d a y  6  O c t o b e r Chanticleer is special. One of the most charismatic of the gardens of
North America, it is a hotbed of energy and interesting ideas. Although
there has been a garden here for a long time, its current form dates
only to the 1990s. A unique aspect is the way that the management
each part of the garden is devolved to individual staff members, who
inevitably leave their own stamp on it. Staff craft skills such as wood
and metal working are utilised to the full to create a range of furniture,
signs etc, which contribute to the intensely creative character of the
place. The very extensive range of plantings is very thoroughly
interpreted through a series of maps. B,D.

So, in Rick’s words “ we begin with a brief stop at our Landenberg
garden... this would provide an opportunity to talk about design that
embraces the dynamics of living systems. We could then go to Rod
and Susan Ward’s garden, a beautifully sophisticated woodland/moss
garden about 30 minutes from here which I included in The American
Woodland Garden book. It is rarely open to tours and so would be a
special opportunity. We then go to Hagley, the original site of the
DuPont black powder works along the Brandywine, which was once
dominated by dangerous industry and has evolved to an historic
woodland landscape made beautiful by stone mill ruins.” 
Finally we meet with Claudia West at North Creek, the largest

perennial wholesale nursery on the east coast. Claudia is German and
has her degree from Germany’s most prestigious horticulture teaching
institution at Weihenstephan. In her work with North Creek, she is
promoting many new ways of planting perennials, so we could be
witnessing the beginnings of a horticultural revolution. B.

Day  8 . Tu e s d a y  7  O c t o b e r

The visit ends after breakfast this morning. B.

Day  9 . We d n e s d a y  8  O c t o b e r

We spend much of today in the company of Rick Darke, who
intriguingly describes himself as a ‘landscape ethicist’. Rick has written
and illustrated two of the most insightful (and I am glad to say, best-
selling) garden/landscape books of recent years: one on woodland and
the other on grasses. He has a unique perspective on the on-going
development of natural and garden vegetation. 


