
T H E  M A N O R

The setting for Lucy M Boston’s Green Knowe stories, The Manor at 
Hemingford Grey, in Cambridgeshire, is surrounded by a magical garden 
filled with old yew topiary and an enviable collection of bearded irises 
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A Tale  
TO TELL
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Irises define a view 
across the lawn 
towards shapely 
topiary near the 
centuries-old manor. 



JUNE 2017  THE ENGLISH GARDEN   3534   THE ENGLISH GARDEN  JUNE 2017

“Inheriting the property was like inheriting a difficult 
baby – you don’t give up, you just keep going.” 

Then, nine years into their new life, Peter died 
unexpectedly. Diana had to make the big decision 
of whether to sell or keep The Manor. “I decided to 
stay on, because I didn’t want to waste all the work 
and effort Peter and I had put into it, to pay back 
the debts and make it viable again.” The garden was 
already open to the public, but Diana set her mind to 
anything that would make money, including hosting 
weddings and arts events.  

When Lucy Boston had bought the house in 1939 
after the break up of her marriage, the garden was no 

more than two fields. Already a painter, she turned 
her artistic skill to gardening and over the next 30 
years began to nurture her dual passions for old roses 
and bearded irises. She sought advice from the great 
rose expert, Graham Stuart Thomas, and he chose 
many of the plants from his Sunningdale nursery. 
In summer Lucy gardened, and in winter she wrote 
her books and created beautiful patchworks. The 
patchworks now form an important collection in the 
house and are visited by textile enthusiasts from all 
over the world. 

“In the year Lucy died, the irises didn’t flower 
well,” says Diana. “Peter and I were just deciding 

I magine you are a child, living in one of 
the oldest continuously inhabited houses 
in England, with creaking stairs and thick 
stone walls, surrounded by a garden full of 
giant topiary and enclosed by a moat.  

If that sounds in any way familiar, then you 
might have been one of the children of the 1950s 
and 1960s who fell in love with the Green Knowe 
stories by Lucy M Boston. At the age of 47, Lucy 
moved to the village of Hemingford Grey near St 
Ives, Cambridgeshire, and it was The Manor – 
dating back to 1130 – and the garden she made there 
that inspired her to write the novels. For Lucy, fact 
became fiction. 

Living in the house and garden made famous by 
her mother-in-law is now the lot of Diana Boston 
who married Lucy’s son, Peter, an architect and 
illustrator of his mother’s books. “We offered 
to move in with Lucy as we were worried about 
her living in such a cold house at the age of 95,” 
remembers Diana. “She thought about it for a bit 
and then said ‘Thank you very much for the kind 
thought but I think it would get in the way of my 
social life’.” Diana and Peter eventually moved in 
when Lucy had a stroke in March 1990. She died in 
May that year, just as the irises were about to bloom. 

Lucy Boston had carried on gardening until the 
day of her stroke, but the four-acre gardens had 
become overgrown; the old roses and bearded irises, 
for which the garden was famous, had become 
invaded with couch grass, and the Grade I listed 
house required major works. When Lucy died, aged 
97, Peter and Diana inherited a crumbling moated 
house and a debt of £87,000. “Our friends advised 
selling it to someone wealthy who could pour money 
into it, but that wasn’t an option,” remembers Diana. 

Below Iris ‘Great Lakes’, 
‘Star Shine’ and ‘Great 
Gable’ fill a border. 
Below right For Diana  
Boston, selling The 
Manor upon inheritance 
was unthinkable. 

Above Bearded irises fill 
a border edging a lawn 
accented with yew 
topiary. Diana calls the 
topiary her “old ladies”.
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to take them all out when the following year they 
flowered their socks off. I was smitten.” 

Many of these irises were Dykes medal winners, 
and Lucy had acquired several from the artist Cedric 
Morris who was breeding irises at Benton End in 
Essex. Diana asked Sarah Cook, who has extensively 
researched the Cedric Morris irises to come and help 
name them and to exchange plants. 

In fact, as readers of The Children of Green 
Knowe will recall, the garden is prone to flooding, 
sitting as it does on the flood plain of the river Great 
Ouse – which couldn’t be worse for bearded irises. 
“Often, the irises have wet feet for three weeks of 
the year and when the water retreats, they are left 
unstable, half in and half out of the ground,” Diana 
explains. “We have been counteracting this with 
gravel mulching, but we still lose some every year.”

The garden is mainly sand and river gravel 
improved over time. Diana is keen to use the 
prevailing conditions and has developed a 
damp meadow, full of southern marsh orchids 
(Dactylorhiza praetermissa), buttercups and snake’s 
head fritillary (Fritillaria meleagris). 

As a latecomer to gardening, author Lucy threw 
herself into the garden with enthusiasm. When she 
was young, she had visited Levens Hall in Cumbria 
and remembered its amazing ancient topiary.  

Above ‘Benton Olive’, 
‘Beotie’, ‘Benton Opal’, 
‘Benton Nutkin’, ‘Benton 
Deidre’ and ‘Benton 
Lorna’ fill garden beds. 
Below Paeonia lactiflora 
‘Sarah Bernhardt’ is 
always compelling.

THE STORY 
OF GREEN 
KNOWE
The Manor at Hemingford 
Grey, and particularly the 
garden were the inspiration 
for Lucy M Boston’s series 
of six children’s book, 
beginning with The Children 
of Green Knowe and 
finishing with The Stones of 
Green Knowe. Almost all her 
other books, including The 
Castle of Yew, feature the 
house and garden in some 
shape or form, often thinly 
disguised. 

In the Children of Green 
Knowe story, a little boy 
arrives at the old house and 
is entranced by the wooded 
garden, the giant topiary 
shapes and its wilder parts. 
Through his meetings with 
the former inhabitants of 
Green Knowe he finds a 
home. The novel was made 
into a BBC television series 
in the 1980s. 

Lucy Boston was born in 
1892 and bought the house 
at Hemingford Grey in 1939, 
taking two years to restore 
it – “by far the happiest of 
my life” she writes in her 
autobiography. She had one 
son, Peter, who illustrated 
her children’s books and 
latterly took on the running 
of The Manor with his wife, 
Diana, who now gives talks 
about the garden and 
Lucy’s work. In addition to 
her writing, Lucy produced 
patchwork of international 
renown. For more, see 
greenknowe.co.uk

The contrast of 
profusion and 
formality is part  
of what makes the 
garden compelling. 
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She planted eight little footballs of yew, which over 
the years became cones and finally, to mark the 
coronation of Queen Elizabeth II, in 1952, were 
clipped alternately into crowns and orbs.

“Over time, the ‘old ladies’, as I call them, have 
become more and more individual,” laughs Diana. 
“They have bunions, dowagers’ humps and very 
broad bottoms!” Lucy also planted a topiary chess 
set. This was originally set in black and white 
gravel but it is now surrounded with spreading 
plants to create the same contrasting effect – black 

Ophiopogon planiscapus ‘Nigrescens’ has been 
combined white Stachys lanata ‘Silver Carpet’. 

Diana runs the garden with the help of three part-
time gardeners organised by Kevin Swales, of whom 
she says, “I could not manage without. He puts into 
practice my ideas before I’ve even thought of them”.

At the heart of the garden is the Iris Store where 
the propagation is done and the Iris Yard – part 
of the old walled kitchen garden developed by the 
Bostons as display beds for the irises. Here the irises 
are grown in dramatic stripes – almost black ‘Great 
Gable’, true blue ‘Great Lakes’ and creamy yellow 
‘Starshine’. On the old brick wall, Lucy planted 
a beautiful scented Rosa ‘Sombreuil’ and one of 
Diana’s favourite scented Gallicas, ‘Duc de Guiche’, 
which, she says, never gets blackspot. 

“Lucy grew every type of bearded Iris available at 
the time. Over the years we have introduced some of 
the modern ‘frillies’ such as ‘Olympiad’, which the 
visitors really like. However, my preference is for the 
simpler types, with subtle colouring such as ‘Quaker 
Lady’. I do agree with Lucy that the older irises, 
including the Cedric Morris ones, are particularly 
good because they hold their flower head cleanly 
away from the stem.” 

Diana Boston has spent the past 27 years  
dedicated to The Manor and its story – constantly 

Above In the colourful 
bearded Iris border 
bloom ‘Amethyst Flame’, 
‘Great Gable’, ‘Quaker 
Lady’ and ‘Jane Phillips’. 
Left The garden’s yew 
topiary was clipped into 
crowns and orbs in 1952, 
to mark the coronation 
of the Queen.
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battling flooding, lack of 
resources and ‘invaders’ such 
as muntjac deer and pigeons. 

Part of the appeal here 
is that the garden makes no concession to modernity 
or fashion. It is filled with the plants that they would 
have grown up with in the 1950s, 60s and 70s. Diana 
says: “Lucy was great at seeing the bigger picture, the 
swathes of colour and the effects. By nature, I am more 
a specialised gardener, I like to fiddle with individual 
plants – but this is not a garden that allows that.” n

The garden is open daily from 11am-5pm. The house 
is open by arrangement. The Manor, Hemingford 
Grey, Cambridgeshire PE28 9BN. Tel: 01480 463134; 
greenknowe.co.uk

Right Teamed prettily 
with evening primrose, 
Iris ‘Benton Nutkin’ is at 
home in this border.

CARING FOR BEARDED IRISES
The irises at The Manor benefit from Diana Boston’s considerable gardening experience

IRIS ‘BENTON OLIVE’
This variety was bred by Sir 
Cedric Morris and has silvery 
standards and falls of silver-
purple. Reaches 90cm.

IRIS ‘BENTON ARGENT’ 
Another Morris variety with 
silvery grey and cream 
standards. Falls are ivory 
speckled with brown. 

IRIS ‘LOUVOIS’ 
An old variety that has been 
growing for 100 years or 
more. Beige standards, dark 
falls and yellow beard.  

IRIS ‘LORILEE’ 
A rather glamorous ruffled, 
modern Iris that blooms in 
shades of lilac. At 94cm it is 
one of the tallest.

T
here have been bearded irises at Hemingford Grey since 
the 1950s when author Lucy M Boston fell in love with 
their impressive stature and brilliant, if fleeting, flowers 
in early summer. It is a tradition that her daughter-in-

law Diana continues, with many cultivars being heritage or rare 
types, such as the ‘Benton’ irises bred by artist Cedric Morris.

Bearded irises have various heights – the most common are 
the tall bearded (70-85cm) but there are also slightly shorter 
ones including intermediates (40-60cm) and miniatures. 

They are generally easy to care for but have a few basic 
requirements. Before planting, Diana sieves the soil to make 
sure there are no competing weeds – weeds are difficult to 
dislodge once the Iris rhizomes have become established and 
should always be removed by hand. These irises like an open, 
sunny position and a well-drained, neutral soil. Diana spreads a 
granular balanced feed such as Growmore or VItax Q4 on the iris 

beds in late February or March. After flowering, the flower stems 
are cut back but the leaves are left in situ so they can continue to 
feed the rhizome. 

In the wider borders, it is best to keep the rhizomes towards 
the front, with as few plants as possible around them since they 
dislike competition. Having said that, there seem to be a couple 
of plants that break the rules – at Hemingford Grey irises are 
growing quite happily with grape hyacinths and blue Chionodoxa 
which flower in spring, before the irises. 

Irises need to be lifted and split every four years as soon as 
possible after flowering. Break the rhizomes into small pieces, 
each with a healthy shoot and replant 23-30cm (9-12in) apart. At 
this stage, cut back the leaves to stop the wind rocking the plant, 
and to allow the roots to get a hold in the ground. 

Many divided irises will produce flowers the following year, but 
some may take a bit longer. 


