Gardens of Learning

The warm and friendly buildings of red brick and stone of Sir Arthur Blomfield’s design were begun in 1880.  Buildings continued for another 30 years, with further additions in 1963-4.  In fact, at the present time again the College is engaged in an ambitious project of expansion, with a new library and an auditorium planned, but especially more student accommodation.

For 80 years Old Court had a sunken lawn that was leveled in 1961 in line with more modern attitudes.  A departure from tradition, but surprisingly in line with Sir Arthur’s original plans.

The Hall on the south side was added in 1908-9.  As Nikolaus Pevsner, that doyen of architectural experts puts it:

“The bold outer staircase leading up to the Jacobean building successfully adds a lighter touch to Blomfield’s somewhat arid architecture”.  The flourishing flowerbeds help to distinguish the two-winged flight of steps to the gabled entrance with a profusion of colour in spite of their north-facing aspect.

Virginia creepers were the earliest plantings and they still enhance two sides of the Court.  Tubs of abutilon, geranium and gebonia and burgeoning hanging baskets supply focal points.  To the east across the lawn, opposite the gatehouse rises the chapel, the front of which Pevsner compares to King’s College Chapel.

Past that fine edifice, railings and an elegant wrought-iron gate encourage the view to the Main Gardens.  These open occasionally to the public in furtherance of the Cambridgeshire Garden Trust, which supports a range of charities and charity projects.

Horse chestnuts, holm oak (Quercus ilex), a Sophora japonica (pagoda tree) and yew trees afford shade, which would have been more dominant before the onset of Dutch Elm disease.  More colour and openness were required in the 1950s and 1960s when students began to make more use of the gardens.

The central circular bed was planted as a Victorian border in 1996, “using the purple-leaved ricinus, bronze cannas, setcreaseas, black ophiopogon, old-fashioned tall geraniums, annuals, tender sub-shrubs, dahlias and other green-house exotica”.  Such striking colours and contours accents and life and draw the eye.

It’s a fantasy island, dissected by a path, structured, rising like a colourful jewel from a green sea.  Rising not by rocks or by heaped earth, but simply and naturally by the structure of its planting.  Height and construction of plants come to an apex and subside again on the opposing side, like vibrant hills, even in late summer, so that the path winds between banks of fragrance and colour.  The achieved height is more dominant in its properties than the gentle landscape of Cambridge’s wider surroundings.

There is a predominance of red smouldering among the whites, yellows and blues - from the palest of pinks to the deepest velvet purple, through orange, crimson, all the reds are there, glowing late summer warmth, even if the sun shuns the scene.

In a spectacular array of hues, from the lowly surrounding petunias, pretty geraniums and snapdragons Antirrhinum to fuchsias and sturdy asters, the deepest crimson of Amaranthus, the dramatic scarlet and purple of cannas, building in stages each higher than the one in front, to the tall structures of the central plants, a build-up achieved purely by the stature and height of flowers and grasses.

Not unimpressive are the more usual or expected plants like the many vibrant combinations and forms of dahlias - pompon, cactus and decorative, spiky, fluffy, bristly globes - and show-off plants like orange-coloured sunflowers.  Of course, such an ‘orgy of colour’ needs to be offset with calming influences to underline its exuberance.  Herbs, green flower and foliage, grasses, bamboos and a variety of greens of scented geraniums sway in the breeze.

Scent is important in the gardens to provide an all-round sensory experience as opposed to that of viewing a painting.  Colour and fragrance are intended to be found somewhere in the gardens, even in the depths of winter.  Equally, while other colleges vie for spring-time flowering, Selwyn aims to show something of interest for most of the year.  The stated intention for the gardens is “to ignore fashion, flout the conventional wisdom and attitudes and experiment with plants”.

Some areas, the pond and the rose beds for instance, prove that summer is coming to an end. At this time in the rose garden plump rose hips rival the dwindling blooms for attention.  In another part of the garden delicate dainty Salvia patens, erect and branching, display whorls of eccentric electric blue flowers on stems clothed with oval, mid-green leaves, almost chest-high.  A delight above a generous sprinkling of smaller, but also very pretty red Salvia microphylla.

Nearby a tall, four-stemmed shrub of Magnolia grandiflora Exmouth bears spectacular very fragrant, bowl-shaped and creamy-white wax flowers way above our heads.  Looking back to the west and through the raised railings and wrought-iron gate, the Victoria-style college buildings provide the background, dominated admirably from this angle to the near south-west by the lofty, gargoyle protected college chapel, a perfect foil for a restful environment.

The sky looked most unpromising and one of the photographer’s most important devices - patience - would have been stretched, but for the pleasant ambiance under a spreading horse chestnut tree, surrounded by a great variety of trees, with here and there a glimpse of a Dutch gable or a modern structure.  We are, after all, here in a town of great buildings, old and new, traditional and modern, that promote its academic status.

Among colleges Selwyn is a relative youngster at 120 years.  It was founded in 1882 in memory of George Augustus Selwyn, Bishop of New Zealand (1841-1868) and then Lichfield (1868-1878) “with the object of providing a University education for young men in a college in Cambridge, conducted in accordance with the principles of the Church of England”.

Time change and the College has adapted.  It is no longer exclusively Anglican but fully co-residential.  “We take pride in the fact that while all aspects of the sciences and the humanities are pursued with intellectual rigor, the life of the spirit is also given its full due”.

The serene oasis of the gardens of Selwyn College in no small way fosters that intention.  While other colleges baulk at the sight of a photographic tripod, Selwyn, in a refreshing gesture welcomed us into its hallowed grounds to share its beauty with all possible assistance; a forward thinking attitude of commercial and aesthetic advantage that must be of benefit to both the gardens and the students.

A green and blossoming natural environment just has to be conducive to learning and if a college be a home, at least for a time, the gardens can only help to promote academic achievement as well as encourage friendship and physical relaxation and a feeling for nature and preservation that will be so important in future years.

