
G-ardens - Cypress

A Fairyland .of Color
*•

Is Now at Its Peak
The gardens of Carolina are ablaze and there's plenty for the visitor 

to see; Cypress, near Summ-erville, i$ a spectacular mosaic of ^   
azaleas, moss9 water and trees. _". 

BY HARRIET KEITH EDWARDS

FOR ETHEREAL loveliness and sheer enchantment Cypress Gardens on the banks 
of the Cooper River near Summerville, stand out, in my opinion, second to none 

in the parade of beautiful gardens in the South.
Somehow, I had had no great desire to visit Cypress Gardens. I had already 

pictured it in my mind as a few winding muddy paths with clumps of bright 
azaleas here and there and moss-covered cypress trees rising from black muck  
in other words, a beautiful swamp. But when I was finally persuaded to go what 
a spectacle met my eyes! What a revelation! A beautiful swamp? My mind had 
conjured up a puny picture indeed of a scene too glorious to describe.

About two hundred and fifty 
years ago Sir Alexander Nesbit 
came over from Dean, Scotland, 
and selected this low swampy 
land as an ideal location for a 

I rice plantation. In memory of 
I his old home in Scotland he nam- 
!e«J the three thousand acre estate 
Dean Hall Plantation. One of the 
Nesbit proprietors was Sir John 
Nesbit, a great sportsman, who 
proudly retained the Scotch title. 
In 1796 he rode one of his spirit- , 

I *ri horses on the famous old 
[Washington race course in Char 
leston against John Randolph of 
Virginia. Though John Nesbit 
loert the race, he won the hearts 
of all the ladies present, so it has 
be«n reported, with his good looks 
and dashing gallantry. The Nes 
bit family owned the land for 
about a hundred years. It then 
passed to the Carsons,

IN 1825 WILLIAM Augustus Car- 
ion built a spacious home 

| for his family, and this original 
brick dwelling is still used by the 

[present owner of the gardens, 
,Mr. Benjamin Kittridge, Jr., as 
a winter home. The bricks were 

j made by hand from mud obtained 
[from the Mepkin Plantation, the 
home of Henry Laurens across 
tn* river. The building was de 
signed after the pattern of the 
plantation homes of the period 
,withwid«* piazzas, immense halls, 
hlffti ceilings, and large panelled 
rooms.

Cypress Gore/ens famous for it* Black wo/en and tower* 
ing, moit-hung cypress, where v/s/forc tour 250 ocr*< 'of fin* 
planting by boot. .... ....
At the time of the Confederate 

War, Carolina Carson, daughter 
of James Louis Pertigrew of 
Charleston, was mistress of Dean 
Hall. Becau.se of hrr unconcealed 
sympathy with the Unionist 
cause (in spite of her "deep 
South" Christian name!), she fled 
to the North at the outbreak of

the war. Her older son accom 
panied her. The younger son. 
James, joined the Southern 
Army. When the war was over 
the family was reunited at the 
Southrrn plantation, but whether 
or not the lady lived happily ever 
after is a question. We can for- 
give her now, but did her nclj
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An energetic vititor may /our the watery garden* by ped 
dle boat, oting thit modern conveyance to tee the some 
cypress forett which once theltered Froncit Marion, the 
Revolutionary guerrilla whote raidt cauted the Britith to call 
him the "Swamp Fox".

bors take her to their bosoms in 
1866?

For economic reasons rice 
dropped entirely from the agri 
cultural picture of South Carolina 
and cypress trees, lovers of mud 
and swamp, reared their heads 
and grew in teeming hundreds 
where the rice fields once had 
flourished. For nearly a cen 
tury the deep solitude of the 
dense cypress forest was broken 
only by the lively chirp of busy 
birds, among them the white 
egret herons, which, until recent 
years, had no national protection 
and were forced to seek impene 
trable hideouts because men cov 
eted their ornamental plumes. 
There they raised their families 
unmolested In the gradous shel 
tering fastness of the cypress 
swamp.

In 1909 John Carson sold the 
plantation to Mr. Benjamin Kit- 
tredge of New York and Califor 
nia, who married Miss Elizabeth 
Marshall of Charleston, and some 
fifteen or eighteen years later a 
dream was born. Mr. Kittredge 
conceived the idea of transform-. 
ing this soggy, but extremely 
fertile, lowland into a garden and

opening it to the public. After 
years of enthusiastic thinking, 
constructive planning, untiring ef 
fort, and lavish spending, the 
vision became a reality. Mr. Kit 
tredge did not at first plan a gar 
den of such sweeping proportions, 
but in the early Thirties the de 
pression struck and hundreds of 
laborers living along the Cooper 
River were out of jobs. Mr. Kit 
tredge then and there reshaped 
his plans and put three hundred 
men to work. With the help of 
the late William Vardell of Sum 
merville, who engineered Mr. Kit- 
tredge's schemes and ideas and 
superintended the development, 
the garden grew into what has 
been called a "Water Paradise." 
Today Cypress Gardens have tak 
en their rightful place along with 
all other famous gardens as ont 
of the beauty spots of the world. 

One of the  pedal attractions 
at the garden during the blooming 
season is the concert of spirituals 
given by the local colored peo 
ple, members of nearby "Prom- 
is* Land Church," on Saturday 
and Sunday afternoons, if th« 
weather permits. The soothing 
melody of the spirituals, and tht

delightful throbbing harmony of 
the voices rising from the boats 
filled with singers lost- in a world 
of music all their own is haunt 
ingly impressive.

.FOR KEENEST enjoyment and
1 complete satisfaction, the 
most desirable time to visit the 
gardens is in the spring, when 
the azaleas are blooming. Upon 
reaching the reservation on« ! 
finds, nestled in a clump of pines, 
a neat brick building where visi- ; 
tors may rest, refresh themselves 
with cold water, and make use of 
the powder room. There are 
tables under the trees for use of 
those bringing lunch, and after 
February 22, an outdoor lunch 
room offers light refreshment.

In the building there is an of 
fice wjih an attractive young re 
ceptionist presiding, her engag 
ing Southern accent conforming 
harmoniously with her surround 
ings. There visitors are asked to 
register in a large book bearing 
the autographs of beauty lovers 
who have come in vast numbers 
from great distances, as well as 
from places not far away, to sat 
isfy their hunger for the beauti 
ful. There, too, admission tick 
ets are procured the price $2.00. 
From January 1 to February 23 
the admission price is $1.20. It 
seems almost a sacrilege to 
speak of money in connection I 
with a garden that one feels, as 
he gazes with a we-filled, fast 
beating heart, must be a tiny bit 
of Heaven that has escaped and 
dropped to earth. It is mentioned 
only for information and with the 
positive assurance that not on* 
cent of it will be grudged.

 THE GARDENS, which em- 
1 brace two hundred and fifty 
lush acres, sixty of which are in 
tensively developed, are entered 
through a wide iron gate half hid 
den by evergreens, vines, and 
flowering shrubs. The first sight 
to meet the eye is water acres 
of water, smooth as glass, black 
as ink, sharply reflecting every 
leaf and flower as clearly as a 
mirror. Towering cypress trees 
rise from the dark waters, dyed 
black by the tanic acid in the cy 
press roots. Garlands of Spanish 
moss trail gracefully from every 
limb. The soft gray streamers 
etched with purple shadows, 
winding over twig and bough, 
swaying in the breeze, sotn« 
reaching down to dip their tips



in the water below, weave a pat 
tern ol weird and solemn beauty. 
Numerous baby trees, fringed 
with feathery foliage, spring 
from the glassy lake, softening 
the ungainly appearance of the 
cypress "knees" jutting oddly 
from the water in distorted 
shapes.

Gliding through the water are 
row boats filled with sightseers, 
awed into silence one moment 
and moved to ejaculations the 
next, by the miracle of beauty 
around them. The oarsmen ar« 
broad, strong, Negro men, dresa- 

t ed In blue sailor suits and caps, 
(i flatteringly polite and eager to 

please. "Right this way, Lady." 
"Next boat out." "Please, Miss, 
don't miss your step." Their ev 
ery look and movement proclaim 
to all a bursting pride in their 
surroundings. Though they are 
concerned for the safety and 
comfort of their passengers, there 
is little danger of drowning, be 
cause, in spite of the dark and 
fathomless aspect of the water, 
it is not more than three and a 
half feet deep at any point. If 
one prefers, he may "paddle his 
own canoe" in one of the tiny 
boats tied up at the shore for that 
purpose.

 yiNY ISLANDS dot- the lake, 
1 each ablaze with flaming 

azaleas covering every spot of 
ground with riotous color. At 
their feet, bordering the water's 
edge, are row on row of fragile 
lilies, their white purity mingling 
with the red and pink and white 
of the azaleas all reflected with 
mad abandon in the mirror of th« 
lake. Quaint bridges span the 
water where two islands nearly 
meet. Passengers in the row- 
boats are thrilled and excited as 
they pass under and enjoy the 
vista through the arch.

There are numbers of these 
bridges to pass under, many 
curves to glide around, and many 
narrow strips of water to slip 
through before the boat trip is 
over. Every turn brings before 
the. eyes a fresh vision of extra 
ordinary beauty, filling the on 
looker with a feeling of reverence 
and a deepening faith in God, the 
creator of this transcendant love 
liness, and flooding his soul with 
humble gratitude that man is the 
instrument in His hands his co- 
worker in a miraculous world.

Circling the lagoon are hard 
dirt paths with lilies and daffodils 
fringing the lake side and azaleas 
bordering the other. The daffo 
dils are said to be the handsom 
est in the state. They are mam 
moth in size, some with cream 
petals centered with huge trum 
pets of deep rich yellow, and oth 
ers of gleaming gold petals and 
trumpets alike. There is also a 
network of paths leading over the 
bridges, across the islands and 
into the woods.

The azaleas on all sides are 
staggeringly beautiful, growing 
in lavish splendor mounds of

snowy white, blazing clumps of 
glowing pink, and thickets of daz 
zling red. Some are tall bushes, 
almost like trees, with limbs out 
stretched flaunting their spark 
ling, ruffled bells flagrantly to 
the breeze. Others are low 
bushes, rippling with unnumber 
ed blooms glowing like jewels, 
the intenseness of color heighten 
ed by contrast with the shimmer 
of glistening white.

The azalea is, unquestionably, 
the most prolific bloomer of any 
shrub or flower known. The in 
dividual blossom, shaped like a 
bell with ruffles on the rim, is ex 
quisite in color, texture, and 
form. There are no dull shades. 
The red is a burning red; the
pink is soft but luminous; the i 
purple, the most resplendant of ! 
them all, glows with a transpa- j 
rent radiance. The white is as ] 
pure as the driven snow. Take 
one bloom, multiply it by thou 
sands and you have one plant; ; 
multiply it by millions and you 
have the corner of a garden.

\

ONE ALMOST wishes he might \ 
walk through these paths 

forever, but that cannot be. He , 
must come down to earth and 
leave the vision behind. Turning 
back with reluctant footsteps ha , 
winds his way toward the gate, . 
studying the landscape with fer- ; 
vid appreciation, striving to see \ 
and remember every witching de- - 
tail. One last look at the calm, 
cool water, the cypress trees f 
standing like sentinels, the trail-! 
ing moss, the colorful extrava- lt 
gance, the supernatural beauty.;' 
and the garden is only a memory,,, 
but one that will last through Ihp 1 
years a memory that might ncU 
make a native South Carolimarv. 
entertain a feeling of passionate 
pride.
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Cypress Gardens in Old Berkeley 
Beautified by Their Proprietors

Mr. and Mrs. Benjamin Riiltredge in Six Years of 
Devoted Effort Have Wrought Remarkable Re 

sults 24 Miles North of Charleston.

By Nell Flinn Gilland.

To its galaxy of famous gardens 
South Carolina has added the beau 
tiful Cypress gardens in Berkeley 
county, 24 miles north of Charleston. 
Although the labor of six years has 
gone into their making and many 
friends of the owners, Mr. and Mr* 
Benjamin R. Kittredge of New York 
and South Carolina, had visited th«m
*nd artist* from all over the country 
been privileged to sketch and paint 
their most alluring vistas, the Cypress 
gardens were first opened to the pub 
lic in December, 1930*

Tourists, speeding down the At 
lantic Coastal highway, a concrete 
ribbon that stretches from Quebec 
to the keys of Florida, are enticed 
by clear -oacf signs to turn off into 
a well built clay road that leads 
over some four miles to the Cypress 
gardens. Hasty mottfriats forget their 
speed dementia in this still spot of 
loveliness, well repaid for the rest 
from travel and the time lost from 
record driving.

Approaching from the highway 
down the road built by Mr. Kit 
tredge, the main entrance of the gar 
dens, stately with an arched gate 
way, is reached. Through the gate 
down a curving driveway, one ap 
proaches their hidden beauty, com 
ing on it finally round a circle green 
with grass and golden with daffo 
dils blooming under pine and live 
oaks. Immediately after the second 
entrance has be«h passed, there are 
the gardens, hushed and unearthly. 
For these gardens are not of the earth, 
but of the water. They are the Venice, 
of Carolina gardens.

The conception of making a garden 
out of what was a fresh water lake. 
the reservoir of deserted rice fields, 
into which the water was turned by 
means of flood gates at the proper 
season of growth and turned out 
again when harvest time was at hand, 
is Mr. Kittredge's own. The labor 
entailed is inconceivable to those who 
are not familiar with the lush growth 
of prodigal nature in the Low Coun 
try of Carolina. The lake had be 
come a typical swamp, the waters 
almost impenetrably by reason of the 
vines and underbrush with, flourished 
there. Mr. Kittredge had tht place 
thoroughly drained, the flood gates 
rebuilt and the water turned off into 
a canal. The entire lake bed was 
then cleared of all growth except 
that of the trees, load after load of 
dead wood being carted off ao that 
the lake should be navigable for 
small craft. Winding paths were built 
above the water mark; islands reared 
their heads to be crowned with a 
wealth of bulbs and shrubs; charm 
ingly rustic bridges built, each one 
different from the others. Then the 
water was turned back and the gar- 
ilnis came into their own; the earth. 
rich with the accumulating leaf mould 
of centuries, giving back manifold 
all the loving labor put into it.

Bright blue canoes and flat bot 
tomed boats painted red and black 
await the pleasure of the visitors. 
Husky gondoliers are eager for the 
chance to row or paddle them over 
the gardens, the arching bridges per 
mitting the passage of boats under 
them. Rippling incessantly as the 
muted winds blow through the forest, 
the waters of the lake, dyed dark 
as the Stygian river by cypress roots,
*pem to hold a mystery in their 
depths. Man forgets time and space

and becomes one with the spirit of 
beauty. Out of the waters rise the 
gnarled cypress tree*, giant mag 
nolia and pine with their green con 
stancy, massive oaks with their per 
petually changing tinU, and maple, 
bold and scarlet in the spring-like 
flaming arrows shot into the gray 
gloom of sofetly fluttering Spanish 
moss.

The water* of the garden, encircled 
and intersected by flower-bordered 
paths, form the irregular shape of the 
gardens, eddying into curved bays, : 
each seeming lovelier and more color- l 
ful than the last From the water one i 
view the islands of azaleas and bulbs; 

j the scarlet nandinas preening nar 
cissus-like in their watery mirror; na 
tive palmettos massed against a tan 
gle of bamboo, and consorting with 
stately cape jessamine and a mar- 
velous of Daphne, a recently import 
ed evergreen shrub laden with pur 

plish pink flowers that resemble and 
are related to trailing arbutus, fra 
grant with the same earthy fragrance 
and with glossy laurel-like leaves.

In April the azaleas will be in their 
glory and every winding path will 
be a riot of color, the dark waters 
reflecting and multiplying the beauty 
and carrying on their ceaseless jour 
neying frail petal crafts, pink, and 
red and white.

Along the paths are benches which 
invite the visitor to rest a while 
and become steeped in the beauty 
around him. Some are so built that 
one naturally lies back against them 
and thus realizes the beauty over 
head where moss-hung trees form an 
arched ceiling against the blue sky.

The gardens proper include 200 
acres and the distance covered by 
the visitor who makes a complete 
circuit of the curving paths is three 
and a half miles. But there are roll 
ing chairs for those who do not feel 
disposed to traverse the distance.

From the north, or main entrance, 
an avenue of magnolias and Italian 
cypress lead past the gardens more 
than a mile to the house. The east 
entrance also has its avenue connect 
ing with the main road to the house 
and the east gateway is beautiful 
with its stone gate posts which were 
formerly part of the flood gates in 
the old rice fields.

The nursery for azaleas to be plant 
ed in the gardens lies on either side 
of the avenue between the east en 
trance and the house. On one side 
of the road the shrubs are being 
grown in the traditional acid leaf 
mould said to be the ideal soil for 
their rapid development, while on the 
other they are being experimented 
with in other soiU.

The beauty spot* of South Carolina 
are inevitably set against an historic 
background which enhances their in 
terest for the beholder. The Cypress 
gardens are no exception to the rul«, 
being part of a Colonial rice planta 
tion on the Cooper river. Dean Hall, 
owned by Sir Alexander Nesbitt of 
Dean in 1750 and advertised for sale 
in the South Carolina Gazette in 1757. 
In * fascinating volume entitled, "A 
Day on Cooper River." by John B. 
Irving, M. D., the plantation is spoken 
of as "Dean Hall former residence 
of John Nesbitt, Scotch baronet but 
now the residence of Colonel Carson." 
"A Day on Cooper River." which is !

the quiet chronicle ot the doctor's , 
visits to the plantation homes of, 
wealthy rice planters, is being edited 
and brought up to date by Louisa C. 
Stoney of Charleston, whose new edi 
tion will give the history of each 
plantation and its jeveral owners 
from 1853. when, the original edition 
was printed.

Mr. Kittredge has owned Dean Hall 
for nearly a quarter of a century, 
and Mrs. Kittredge is by birth a 
Charlestonian, the former Miss Eliza 
beth Marshall.

An interesting incident in the an 
nals of the plantation is that of the 
Carson case. Col. William A. Carson, 
rice planter, whom his son, James 
A. Carson, say* "wore his life out 
watching a salty river," died at the 
age of 56 just before the Confeder 
ate war. In his day and previously 
as many as 500 slaves had been owned 
and cared for on the place, assisting 
with the planting and laborious har 
vesting of rice. After Colonel Carson's 
death his executors sold Dean Hall, 
while Mrs. Carson was living in Italy 
with her two young sons, accepting 
Confederate money to close the deal. 
Mrs. Carson refused to acknowledge 
the sale as legal on account of the 
fact that Confederate money became 
immediately after of no more value 
than the paper on which it was hope 
fully and loyally printed. Thus be 
gan a long litigation which lasted tin- 
til 1883, at which time the United 
States supreme court decided the case 
in Mrs. Carson's favor on the ground 
that Confederate money was not legal 
tender and the sale, therefore, not a 
formal or binding transaction.

There is no information available 
as to just when the house, a brick 
Colonial, was built on the marshes 
of the Cooper river, but it stands to 
day a perfect picture of a former 
era, completely surrounded by wide 
piazzas under which are arched colon 

nades over the basement entrances., 
Entirely away from the gardens, the j 
house is surrounded by its own beau 
tiful planting and by live oak senti 
nels which have guarded it for cen- 
tures.

Since December bulbs have been 
blooming in Cypress gardens, giant 
daffodils, slender gold jonquils, nar 
cissi of every variety, combining white 
and gold. Never has such a profusion 
been conceived. Long before spring 
sent signals to the sleeping trees, the 
brave little bulbs, true symbols of 
immortality, burst through their 
brown shells in the warm earth and 
sent up gallant armies of fragrance 
and beauty to lighten the gray depths 
of the gardens with the assurance of 
the eternal coming of airing, the 
promise of life after the death-like 
sleep of winter.

The visitor may find his way with- , 
out difficulty along the mystic maze j 
of winding paths by means of won- , 
dcrful maps of the gardens placed at j 
intervals on the walks that would 
otherwise seem to twist endlessly | 
about. These maps are the work of j 
William G. Vardel of Summerville,' 
a graduate of the University of Ber 
lin, who has been in the employ of 
Mr. Kittredge for the past ton years 
and has helped to carry out the de 
signs and plans for the gardens with 
the expert eye of the engineer. At i

I

each intersection one may stop and 
see on the glass framed charts exact 
ly where one is. Each path and each 
intersection is number so that it is 
easy to make a choice of directions; 
and find the way back to the start 
ing point

Or one may wander off the beaten 
path to wild beauty where dogwood 
is full of promise of snowy blossom 
and holly green with fertility. Wood 
ferns grow underfoot and the orchid 
blooms of the Judas trees reach 
through gray moss to gain the sun 
light

Wild violets, white and blue, grow 
along the damp borders of the paths, 
and wistaria winds itself around the 
trees. At its blossom time the gray 
of the moss and the shadowy trunks

fc. .


