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COVER STORY

Gardens of the Mind

A former SMC Dean of Students masterminds top garden design showcase on the St. Lawrence

By CHARLES OBERDUHRE

would call pardens, bue all of them were creared by

voung garden designers in response to basic questons
about the garden. [s it a place to look mward or ourwards A place of
crillness or meoverrents Pert of namreworld or an aleernaove w i A
stimulus lor the eve, the ear thie hody?

Fach vear for the last nine years, benween eight and 15 small gae-
dens like these have constituted the Internasional Garden Festival ar
rhe Jarding de Méts (alea, Reford Gardens) on the St Lawrence
River abour 270 ki northeast of Québer Cine The person mist
responsible for the festival is-an alumanus of St Michaels—even, for
cight vears, a Dean ol Students, Alexander Reford 8T4.

Reford looked so yvoung in 1987, when he hecame
dean—he was working on his Masters in History-rthar
some catled it the “Teen of S Michael’s.” Young or
not, he rematned dean for eight vears, meanwhile worke
ing toward a doctorare and writing for the Dictionary of
Canadian Blogmphy (LDCB)

He was actually researching a DCB entry about a dis-
tant ancestor when, in a family archive. he discovered a
rrove ol marerial abour his greargrandmother’s vast
flower gardens in Métis, Québer, where his ancestors had once
ownitdl # salmaon Ashing camp with a 37-room "lodge” for themselves
and their guests. Reford devided to go to Métis, 10 see the gardens
hirmself and possibly write 2 book abeour them,

Reford Gardens i seill very much whae mose people imagine a greast
garden to be. Elsic Reford creared 15 40 acres of florweerbeds and bor-
dlers starting just after Wiorld War 1. T 1952, when she was 82, she
wave the property to her son Bruce, Alexs grandtather, but he was
unable to nrintain the gaedens. So, reraiming 2 riverfront farm on the
property, he put the lodge and gacdens up for sale. The province
bought them and opened them o the public asa wourist artraction.

Alex Reford had visited Métis two or three times, bug as a child.
(After his grandbather sold them, he savs, they waok on "2 sort of
‘Paradise Lose quality” in the fanvily) Now, secing ther for the first
time a5 an adulr, he learned thar they might be lost again. The
provinee had been losing $300,000 a year on them and was thinking
af selling them, possibly 1o 4 developer.

Together with rwo family members and the nonprofic group that
had been running the gardens’ restaurant, museum and @l shop,
Reford quickly formed a foundation and wrote a business plan 1o pro-
pose to the government. [n just over a year, berween August 1995 and
September 1994, he rurned what began as a vague acadeniic interest
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in his great-grandmorher’s garden into a full-time position as it direc-
tor. He quit 5t Michacls and in eardy 1995 moved 1o Méns,

Three years later, touring 1 garden festval in Chaumont-sur-Loire,
in France, a light went on for him, At the ame, Reford Gardens had
a relacinnship with the University of Monteal’s summer school in
fandscape and garden design, Reford had seen how hard ic was for stu-
dents to get any of their work buil, especially ideas that pusshed the
envelope. A festval like the one in France would give some of them,
and other young designers, & chance t show their sttt

I would also give Reford Gardens greater visibiliny and encourage
people o come back. This kst was important. Aboue 85 percent of
its visitors come from inside Québec; most of them sum-
mer in the region every vear. Gerting them o make
repear visits would be as remuinerative as atiracting new
visitors—and casier.

Mow in ity tenth vear, the Internatonal Garden
Festival has so farshoweased 75 gardens by approsimace-
ly 200 designers from nine countries. By last December,
127 design teams had entered proposals for this years fes
tival, Winners get six weeks to create their gardens and
hudger of 825,000 —8$3,000 for the design and 510,000
cach for materials and labour. After one summer, or possibly two,
cach plot must be returned to it original condiion. (Those con-
seraings alone rule our the use of most garden staples, such as flower-
ing shrubs or perennials.) As for visibility, some design remms have
heen askedl 1o recreate their festival gardens ar similar evems in
Canada, France, lraly and the LUK In Diecemnber, a book about the
Festival was the lead irem in a New York Limer roundup review of the
most interesting garden books of 2008,

Alex Reford says that his time at St Michaels gave him some
preparation for his life today. As Dean of Students, he had some
responsibility for the grounds around che residences, though he’
quick to admit that he was never @ hands-on gardener like the
College’s aptly mamed Fr. Gardner, not 1o mention those two other
avid rrowel-wieldees, I, Scollard and Tr. MeConica,

Where the College probuably prepared him best. though, e thinks,
wad in its sharply contrasting seasons. “The gardens are the exact
inverse of the cunpus,” he savs, “St. Michael's was very intensive from
Seprember to May and then nothing. Ar Méris, its just the opposie.
Bt in thar way. the two environments are really very similar”

Alex Reford is not allowed o have favourites among the festival
gardens, but he agreed o idendfy several he felr were rematkable for
different reasans: The comments-about them are his,



i CGI‘E Sample

North Design Office (Pete
and Alissa North), Toronto,
2005, 2006 and 2007

Pete and Alissa are young
practitioners of landscape
architecture and teach land-
scape architecture at UofT.
They created an elegant

garden inspired by the core

samples from mining and
geolagy, eveking one of

the motives that led to the
exploration of eastern
Quebec (by geologists
William Dawson and William
Logan). 100 tubes sampled
the local environment, each
one stuffed with a sampling
of the landseape, stones,
cones, leaves, seeds and so
on. Interspersed with berms,
the site came to life as visitors
ambled through the vertical
forest, intrigued E}ﬁ the
contents and seduced by

the effect of the sunlight
traversing the tubes.

St Michael's Spring 2006317



Sous-terrain
de jeu

Cedule 40, Chicoutim,
Québec, 2005, 2006 and 2007
This group of young visual
artists from Chicoutimi creat-
ed a space where the visitors
themselves would plant the
garden—not with a trowel
and soil, but by interacting
and using the over-sized
swing. The movement of the
visitors on the swing (and
their enthusiastic enjoyment
of same) sprinkled seed into
the beds below, essentially
planting the garden that

came to life as the surmmer
progressed. The contemporary
garden is no longer a contem-
plative space, but an interac-
tive environment, where the
visitor is as much a part of

the garden as the gardener,




Une semaine
au potager

Miche! Bc:lak':::un;. France, 2007
The vegetable garden is the
most familiar garden form,
and one with which even the
least adventurous of garden-
ers has some familiarity. It is
difficult to be innavative with
vegetables—but this French
designer showed how—creat-
ing a garden that was at once
productive and aesthetic. Vis-
itors toured a garden divided
into seven spaces {one for
each day of the week), each
of which used painted wheel-
barrows as the planting beds.
Each barrow was planted
with differant edibla plants
{herbs and vegetables), care-
fully chosen to be of the same
colour as the wheelbarrow
thereby Creating seven chro-
matically organized spaces in
perfect harmony. ThHe garden
was thus illustrative of the
French tradition of ornamen-
tal gardens, where botany
and agriculture are perfectly
combined to create a beayti-
ful (and flavourful) garden.




Blue Stick Garden

Claude Cormier, Montréal, 2000
(it is coming back in 2009)

This garden of 2700 blue and
orange painted sticks has

become one of the iconic sym-

bols of contemperary garden
design. It is anchored on the
principles of garden design,
and more specitically the
English or mixed border, but
uses sticks to provide height
and colour. Replacing perennial
plants with blue sticks, itis a
very contemporary, some might
say iconoclastic, gesture, partic
ularly because the design was
inspired by Gertrude Jeykl|

{a popular figure from the
Edwardian period of garden
design) and my own great-
grandmother, Elsie Reford,
neither of whom would have
“approved.” Many visitars had
the same reaction, but through
colour and imagination the
designer fomented debate,

and the garden has grown in
acceptability and popularity—
even after its demolition. We
later presented it at Canada
Blooms, at a Luytens-lekyll
garden in the UK, Hestercombe,
at a garden show in Montreal
and are re-presenting it this
summer as a centrepiece of our

10th anniversary celebrations.




Le Jardin des
Hespérides

Cao Perrot Stuefios

(Andy Cao and Xavier Perrot)
USA and France, 2006, 2007
This garden was inspired by
the quiet colours and forms
of Vietnam, with a giant lan-
tern at the centre of a quiet
pond. The |lantern was saffron
coloured, like the robes of
Buddhist monks, and provid-
ed remarkable reflections in
the surrounding poel, Visitors
traversed the pool and the
lantern, balancing on the
hidden steps and seemingly
floating on the pond. Looking
up, visitors could see the blue
sky framed by the oculus of
the lantern. The effects were
multiple and the incorpora-
tion of such exotic materials
and plants (orange trees) in
the boreal forest was magical.




