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WEEKEND LIFE I'I%

A NEW FILM shows how Alexander Reford has continued his great-grandmother's work, in his own way

Historic gardens have a story to tel
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SPECIAL TO THE GATETTE

Alexander Reford laumehed

A oo temporary-garden fes-
tival near his great-grand-
mather’s spectacilar gardens
on the lower banks of the 5t
Lawronce River On a five
hectare plot, separated from
the river by stands of towering
pine trees, the International
Gardeq Festival at the Jardins
deWiGtis has added the brlo of
puriting-edge design to the
landscape dominated since
the 1920s by Elsle Refords
traditinnal English garden,
renowmed for its varietes of
privmuba, litbes, mses, pentinns
and its emblem, the rare
Himalayan bine pops

Each spring, dozens of gar-
deners dig and plant and
budld, wrorking furinusly to
prepare for the public open-
ing of hoth the historic and
onnfemporary gardems. A
weak or o before the June
apening, the creators of the
“avant-gardens” — designers,
artists and landscape arehi:
tects Frorm st the world -
arive o work.

In May 2004, I was there,
too, il @s & writer or visitor
this time, bt as & newly ming-
ed member of a fllm crew doc
tEneEntirg the seasons and the
players in these gardens, the
object of passlon and dedica:
thom that has spanmed geners-
tions.

For while Klaie Roford flout-
el the conventions of the up-
par classes and spent her sume
ILeTs nUrmring her increas-
Ing fascination with plants,
decades Later her great-grand-
sonn Adeandes; o historian and
writer, would ghve up lifie in the
big city to re-energize the site
and add his own uneonyen-
tional touch.

I had aften wondersd what
motivated them to make such
secrifices. The ferdlisr of the
Beford Gardens, 850 kilame-
ters east of Gmebec City ina
niicro-climate created by
moist air and a heayy snow
cover, is extraordinary, Klsie
was eniraneed by the possibil
ities of growing species of
lilieg {she loved Martagon
beslh and offver owers; it
seemed the more she carved
out her precions garden
alonpside the brook that runs
through the property the
more ambldows slhe became,
She could havve been socializ-
ing, relaxing, bt nntil old age
she would e gardening —
firom spring to fall, from desm
todunsk

Il has been a decade since
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Elsie Reford’s Crabapple Garden at the Jardins de Métis: Reford flouted the comventions of the upper classes and
spent her summers nurturing her increasing fascination with plants.

ROBEAT BARTWET [ARTIHS [E METIE
Alexander Reford, a his=
torian and writer, gave up
city life to re-energize the
gardens.

Alexandar, it seemned w0 me,
had done much the same
thing, leaving the (Iniversioy
of Toronto to re-acquire the
#ardens from the Guebec gor-
ernment on behalf of his
farally atd, with an unyield-
ing defermination, Iminching
new projects,  becoming
French speaking and dogged-
Iy increazing the relevance of
his greatgrandrmother's lega:
oy He writes about the gar-
dens, speaks all over the
world about them, and lives
now in the village of St
Ooterre, on a high bluffl over-
looking the river and the gar

FROM CATETTE FILES

Elsie Reford in an undated photo: She gardened from dawn to dusk, spring teo fall.

dens balawr

Wy | wondered, did the
gardens engender such devo-
tion in these rwo people?
What thread bound them,
each accomplished in their
own right, (o this property?
Many times as I wandered
along those garden paths, the
wind tossing the tops of the
s and the scent of flowers
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iy e ain T imagined the gar
dens a5 Elgie ar Alexander
Enew them, hefiore the public
saow them, at dusk or in eariy
morening.

An e for a documentary
film grew firom that, and tony
delight was prested arith evbes
et boe two Montrenl flmmels-
ers, Barry Lazar and
Garry Bedtel. 'Thelr production
corpEny st about fne-tuining
the proposal, Incking fion- find-
ing, bringing divector, cine
matographer and soundman
orr-brard — and. in the process,
putting me omn a steep flm-
| making learning curve. The
film, Twice Upon a Garden,
srreens the westkend of Mamch
26 to 28 at the International
Festival of Filrmson Ark

My first job was research-
ingr Elsie Reford's story, scour-
g archival letbers and jour-
nals, finding individuals close
te the story to interview |
apent countless hours with
the director, Philippe Bay-
laucd, a ssgsonsd docimen-
tary filmmaker, poring over
dedails and discussing the tra-
Jectory of the st [ soon e
| alized that planning is every-

thing, from the tvpe of equip

ment, transportation and
| aceommodation to the itiner-
[

ary for each shooting dag
gl full vse must be made of
time on the site.

And [ mean full use. We
wolld azsmmble around &
a1, breakfast and organize
snacks fior the day Bad wesath:
er Mo problem, We were ot
there in fog, winter winds,
raln or shine: [ was the desig
mabed wmbpella holder during
doanpaurs, Not over & Persin
but one important plece of
giipment: the camera. The
shooting day rarely ended he-
fioires T o 8 pLim.

“Weie dronne around the site in
coverad golf carts, firom the
Blatordie to the festival Bir-
diens or to Estevan, the lodge
that was ance the centreplece
of the property when it waza
salmon-fishing destination,
now housing a fine restm-
rant, exhibits and historic
mentorabilia. We filmed the
greenhonses and gordens out
of public view, one of them
growing hundreds of breeath-
Gakimg blue popphes.

Az T loggped film, noting the
EVENDS on each Mrmknuie cas
sgtte, I marvelled at the pa-
tient consideration of cam-
eraman Marc Gacoury with
avery shot, the director along-
zide him, soundman André
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Boisvert capiuring the audio.
Sometimes they sesmed to
wall forever, then something
delightiul would happen = a
group of children minning in-
1o a scem, thonsands of snow
geess softling on the shore or,
onee, magically, when filming
a garden of wires and silver
balls being assembled by a
irio of Italian designers, dis-
covering in the foreground an
intricate spider web, dotted
with silvery dewdrops. 'We
logged 100 hours of film be-
ficire we were through.

We tollowred horticuloorist
Patricia Gallant from early
spring walkabout to her au-
tumn wrapping of the plants,
the garden workers digging
and cleaning in the historic
gardens amnd healping the fesrd-
val garden designers — some
of them increasingly anxiois
as opening day leomed - o
prepare thail variously clever
gardena: rataing sod-roeered
moiindds, sinking pipes for a
water display wiring up pota-
toes fior soumnd.

We interviewed Alexander
and other principals in the
SLOT, recarded the frepetic nc
tivity in the kitchen for din-
ner events and the rshing
s Biver as i roade is way
to the St. Lawrence. We spant
time in scissor Hits for a bivd's
eye view in lreams (o gel a
water view and forever at the
end of a jib, a boom with a
camera an one end designed
t0o et really close to thosa ex-
quisite fowers, I recall hoors
It a febd of Tupins, an entioe
afternoon filming roses on the
Lomg Walk, an evening under
a full moon recording night
photographer Linds Ruten-
betrg and her hishand as they
torchlit and photographed a
plant with leaves so glant it
looked pesitively primemal,

The conductor of this great
vianal symphony was direc-
frot Barylanmedg, moar filtmtna e
in-residence at the Mational
Film Board in Montreal. A
consummate crafsman and.
as Important, a skilled orga-
nizer and negotiator, he has
been making films for more
thar fwn docmdes,

In my¥ role a8 writer, me-
searcher and general facto-
tuEn, I spemt couktiess hours
with Bayvlaucq before, during
and after the fAlming, dis
cissing the content and nar-
rative arc of the story

Fareof the allure of greal
gardens is the story The
wallad garden at Charleston
Farm In Sussex 8 =0 mich
more  evocative  because
Vanes=a Bell entertained her
sigter Virginia Woall on 1he
terraee; Sissinghurst’s whia
garden is more maghcal when
oree Imagines Vita Sackville
West and her husband com-
ing up with a plan fior it #0
s earllen

The gardens at Métis tell
the story of a declsive wonan
whe in her younger Life com-
muned with major political
figures in the elty fode and
fished in the country and, fi-
nally, discoverad the joy of
creating a beautitul garden,
Hear legracy has found a cham-
phoe in her gresat-granclsan.

Together, they built one of
the great gardens of Canada
and gave me the oppoartunity
o realizs an experiencs T hed
alwaye wizhed to have - to
wander through those gar-
dens at dusk like Elsie did,
with only the wind in the
traes and the soant of Regal

_ lilies for company:

Twice Upoen a Garden will
screen incompetition at the
Imternational Festival af
: Films on Art on Friday,
| March 26, at &30 p.m. at
the Canadlan Centre for Ar-
| chitecture [French]; on Sat-
urday, March 27, at 130 p.m.
at the CCA (English); and on
Sunday, March 2B, at the
Montreal Museum of Fine
Arts (Frenchi, Yisit www
artfifa.com. The film has just
baan nominated for a Golden
Sheaf Award at the Yorkton
Film Festival. The Jardins de
Métis/Reford Cardens open
on June 5, and the Interna-
tional Garden Festival spens
on June 2&, Details at:
wiwnalrefordgardens. com.
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