






































This was certainly not a solution that most landscape
architects would have suggested. It lacked any sense of
formality and even, perhaps, dignity. Any feeling of
the picturesque is overwhelmed by a sense of exuber-
ance and lushness that luxuriated in color. In the early
1940s even this exuberance was enhanced by the addi-
tion of a second pool to the west of the first. Triangu-
lar in shape and surrounded by marsh mallows and
other moisture loving plants, the pool was filled with
lotus plants. Their enormous blooms became a focal
point in August and a set of willow furniture was
placed on the ridge overlooking the pool, so that one
could have a quiet moment overlooking this exotic species.

The sharp rise of the southern ridge culminated in a
narrow flat strip and then plunged downward again
toward Fresh Pond. Although hidden from view from
all points except the upper bedroom windows, the
land was cleared and a cutting garden installed. Fifty
feet by a hundred, in different years it contained mari-
golds, zinnias and dahlias and was the primary source
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for the flower arrangements that decorated every room
in the house.

On the opposite hill at the northern top of the Black
Lacquer Garden but hidden from view by a thick row
of trees was the garage. Behind this, two low swampy
spots were also turned into ponds. Being surrounded
by thick bushes and trees this area was more somber
and in sharp contrast to the exuberance of the flower
beds. The larger pond was dug more deeply and sur-
rounded by rocks. A path of stone steps led down
from the driveway above and curved to a stone path
that led directly to the pond’s edge. A wide terrace was
cut into the bank and covered with an enormous
planting of wax begonias. Wild roses and ferns cov-
ered the steep drop down to the pond itself. A large
rock was left in the pond as a focal point, with irises
behind it. Ferns and moss wove through rocks leading
up the opposite hill to a magnificent beech tree. The
pond was surrounded by huge tupelos (Nyssa
sylvatica), some of whose branches swooped out over

The Black Lacquer Garden looking down the northern slope, 1991. Photo by Stan Reis.
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The Grove, 1992.

the water and in the fall their bright red color was
reflected in the water below.

Smaller gardens were designed away from the main
house area. Mrs. Ratcliffe’s house was landscaped. To
the west behind the house a terrace was cut into a part
of the steep hill and combined with a stone wall that
bordered that side of the property. Next to the terrace
the soil was removed and a six foot retaining wall built
to hold back the hill. This gently sloping area was
surrounded by a narrow border and, like the terraces,
was filled with daylilies, lilies, zinnias and marigolds.
At the curve in the driveway a small rock garden was
formed. Iris and lilies were planted along with annu-
als. Even in the dead of winter it is clear how well the
area was designed. The terraces and shape of the beds
have their own integrity and charm devoid of blooms.
However, in true Lotawana style, this was a bit too
structured and subdued. At one point in the fifties the
sloping lawn from the house down to the rock garden
was completely planted with marigolds and petunias.
Again, it was not a bed of flowers as much as it was a
lush version of ground cover.

A second vegetable garden was created behind Mrs.
Ratcliffe’s house for the less ornamental vegetables,
corn, onions and potatoes. The orchard was expanded
down the hill to create a large blackberry patch. Where
the service road met the main road, a small triangle
was created and this was planted with portulaca. The
fence surrounding the tennis court was covered in
morning glories while the hill above was planted with
Althaea.

Lastly, there was The Grove. Not strictly a garden, this
was the grove of Larches after which the estate was
named. This became the picnic area, a gathering place
for the family at Sunday suppers. Even after family
members had moved to their own homes around
Woods Hole, all would return here for large collective
dinners. The lacey limbs of the trees filtered the sun
and provided shelter. After the hurricanes of the
1950s when almost all of The Larches were uprooted
Mrs. Nims created a grape arbor over the long picnic
table. The table was always decorated with copious
amounts of vegetables mounded down the center. Sur-
rounding this was a rock setting of tables and benches




similar to the one at Bee Tree but without the Mid-
western feeling. There were two large stone grills, one
for the meat (lamb or chicken), and the smaller one
for the corn that had just been picked in the garden.
One large rock was for the cook and another was the
servants dining table. A third was for serving ice tea
and lemonade while a fourth was primarily a conver-
sation area. A small Stonehenge when viewed, but the
center of family life on a Sunday in July.

“Afterward

Eugene Nims died in 1954 after many years of being
confined to a wheel chair because of Parkinson’s dis-
ease. Lotawana died twelve years later, in 1966. It was
a tragedy that in her later years she was completely
crippled by arthritis and could rarely get into her gar-
dens.

Today Bee Tree Farm is a public park. It was bought
by the County of St. Louis in 1972 and was the last
open river bluff area in the county. The master plan
to convert the private estate to public use was designed
by Robert Goetz of St. Louis. Although overgrown and
untended since Mrs. Nim’s death, the structure of her
design and her careful plantings were still intact. Bee
Tree needed little alteration to convert it to a magnifi-
cent park for the public.

Although the exuberance of The Larches may have
died with her, many of the gardens did not. Her only
remaining sister, Winnie Davis Long, was allowed to
spend the summers there until she died in 1978.
From 1966 to 1979 the estate was largely run by Mrs.
Long’s daughter Winnie Davis Crane. Mrs. Crane
was the daughter- in-law of Mr. and Mrs. W. Murray
Crane another of the illustrious summer residents.

Winnie Davis Crane, like Lotawana, was a musician.
She was a gifted pianist and a major patron of the
Tanglewood Summer Concerts. She was also a noted
horticulturalist. In her years around The Larches she
had hybridized many of the daylilies and dahlias.
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Many of the former still exist today although their her-
itage and names have been lost. She crossed many of
the dahlias as well and those were all named after peo-
ple who worked or lived on the estate. Unfortunately
many of them no longer exist although “Gabriel
Bettencourt” is still the most vibrant yellow in the cut-
ting garden and “Lotawana” the most prolific of the
small reds. When nuclear power began to appear, she
took seeds down to Oak Ridge, Tennessee to have
them exposed to radiation to see what reaction would
occur. Her notes have not been found and there is no
way of knowing what conclusions she drew. Her great-
est love was geraniums, many of which she hybridized
and wrote about for the Brooklyn Botanical Gardens.
At her home in Dalton, Massachusetts, she had a
large greenhouse and a small nursery business for
hanging plants.

It was only fitting that Mrs. Crane would fall heir to
the gardens of her aunt. However, times had changed
by 1966. Labor was no longer inexpensive and quali-
fied gardeners were hard to find. She had her own
homes to consider and could not lavish the time on
an estate that was not hers. The lawn garden at the
Ratcliffe house had been closed in the mid 1960s and
Mrs. Crane went on to eliminate the cutting garden
by the house, the non-terraced petunia bed behind
Gabe’s house as well as the wax begonia bed in front
of it. The second vegetable garden was allowed to go
fallow and eventually all the vegetables were elimi-
nated as an unnecessary expense.

Gabe was in his eighties and the responsibility for The
Larches fell into the hands of his assistant, Manuel
Duarte. Easier annuals were substituted for more dif
ficult ones. Marigolds became the singular flower in
all the beds. The begonias that hung from trees in
Cypress knees throughout the estate began to disap-
pear. Gabe’s excellent organic horticultural practices
gave way to more expedient chemical fertilizers that
ultimately burned out the soil. -



poor planting. But the misuse of the
soil was quickly evident especially in
the center piece of the internal land-
scape, the Black Lacquer Garden.

In 1979 the The Larches was taken
over by the wife of Mrs. Long’s eldest
grandson, myself. With the help of
one gardener, Ted Fitzelle, I set out to
maintain the estate as well as possible.
Initially the vegetable garden was
closed down. The old cutting garden
by the house was reopened and the
vegetables and dahlias (reduced to only
175 stakes) were moved there. Over
time, however, a place was needed to
plant divisions of daylilies and other
perennials. The vegetable plot was
reopened for this and is again a field
of flowers. The tall Heliopsis that once
bordered the garden have now invaded
it, but continue to bloom after the

daylilies have faded.

Lotawana Nims in the front room of the Big House at The Larches, ca. 1940.

Environmental conditions, too, had changed in many
of the gardens. The hurricanes of the fifties had taken
down many of the trees that sheltered shaded beds
while volunteer trees had been allowed to grow up and
overshadow once sunny gardens. The traditional
plants designated by Lotawana could no longer sur-
vive. The lushness and the verve had disappeared in

all but the beds behind Gabe’s house.

In the fall of 1978 Gabe died and so did Mrs. Long.
Her four grandchildren, the children of her daughter
Katherine Day, bought out the other heirs and took
over the property. To the unknowing eye, the estate
was still magnificent, but a gardener would have
quickly perceived the problems. The outlines of the
gardens were there—the sculpted forms, the terraces,
the general design and they held together despite the

Slowly all the beds have been con-
verted from annuals to perennials. The Black Lacquer
Garden is filled with Coreopsis, Rudbeckia, Helianthus
and Heliopsis. Even when Mrs. Nims was alive the
original more intimate atmosphere of the area was
altered by the removal of trees and today there is the
feeling of a flowering sloped meadow. Originally con-
ceived by me to be yellow, all colors but pink now
in the

Lysimachya, Delphinia, and Crocosmia among others.

flourish together blooms of Veronica,

Rudbeckia no longer reseeded itself by Gabe’s pond
and new more exotic plants have been substituted.
Coreopsis replaced the ribbon garden of marigolds
along the back driveway. In the small triangle where
the roads meet hostas now flourish in the shade,
where Portulaca would no longer grow. The apple
orchard was long past restoring and the new peach,



plum and apple trees will eventually bear fruit. Below
them on the hill new plantings of blueberries, straw-
berries and raspberries are beginning to thrive.

Landscape design is an ephemeral art. Unlike a great
painting, gardens often disappear at the death of their
owner. After 70 years, Lotawana’s gardens continue to
flourish. Although details have been altered in many
ways, the basic outlines are still visible. Brambles exist
in place of cultivated woodlands, but the design of the
paths through them has not lost its grandeur. The
land she sculpted, the ponds she created and the cur-
vilinear shapes of her flower beds still live as a testa-
ment to her natural design genius. In every rock, so
carefully placed or highlighted, one senses her spirit
and the story she had to tell.

Judith Lang Day was born in New York and graduated from
Sarah Lawrence College in 1968, majoring in Art History. She
has practiced interior design in the Boston area. Her husband,
Roger Day, is the grand nephew of Mrs. Nims and since 1979
Judith has directed the gardens at The Larches. In 1985 she
designed the renovation of the garage there for her family.
She has a Certificate in Gardening Arts from the Arnold
Arboretum of Harvard University and is currently a
landscape designer.
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