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Living life in the garden

E ach spring , when May arrives, Joe Eck and Wayne 
Winterrowd invite the public to North Hill, their five 
extraordinary acres of gardens in Readsboro, Vermont, 

for “Daffodil Sunday.” 
 Visitors make their way toward the daffodil field in the up-
per meadow, orienting by way of garden paths, and the spirited 
encouragement of barnyard fowl that oversee the area from their 
upper reaches. Signs of spring are clearly evident, most promi-
nently in the blooms of a thirty-foot-high Merrill magnolia. But 
the wood ashes scattered at the base of the Nocturne lilac in the 
perennial garden suggest winter is not that far removed. 
 Even at this point in the season, though, one lingers on the 
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paths and in the outdoor rooms. The five-minute walk to the 
field becomes an hour of drifting reverie—there is so much to 
admire and imagine in a midsummer’s warmth. But the fowl are 
insistent, and one continues, eventually to the meadow opening 
and a truly inspired acre and a half of daffodils in full bloom, 
running in elliptical whorls from a central grassy lane. Their 
spectacular color is all the more striking after the long winter, 
and their abundance—100,000 and counting—is perhaps the 
sign that spring has finally and irrevocably arrived here in the 
hills of southern Vermont. 
 Conversations are taken up, or overheard along the way, 
and one finds individuals and groups from all the New England 

North Hill has been 
critically acclaimed 
as one of the ten most 
beautiful gardens in 
the United States.

A tree peony adds lively magenta color to the garden’s  amazing variety.
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Not strictly for the birds, but beyond this garden 
area (right) is a shed that houses, among other 
things, turkeys and geese, with an attached 
caged area for pigeons.

Joe Eck (left) and Wayne Winterrowd, enjoying 
a quiet moment in their five acres of  gardens at 
North Hill. An empty garden chair, such as 
Joe and Wayne’s, often seems to beckon to  a 
gardner to sit, stay a while, and enjoy his work.

The lower greenhouse at North Hill (bottom), 
where the different textures of cedar shakes, 
glass, rough wood, and stone contrast nicely 
and exude an air of rustic charm that comple-
ments the nearby flowerbeds.



5 8 	 m a r c h 	 / 	 a p r i l 	 2 0 1 1

lesley	littman	works	in	the		
cheesehouse	at	Jasper	hill.

states, and beyond. This event 
seems to have been long antici-
pated, and an aura of pilgrimage 
is in the air, a stirring of our indi-
vidual and collective soul.
 Although the season is only 
beginning, it is one of the few 
times of the year the public is 
invited to visit a private garden 
whose “quality and diversity...
rivals any in Europe…American 
gardening at its best.” (Roger 
Swain), and one whose “plant 
combinations and spaces reach 
the high flights of creativity…
literally hundreds of usable ideas 
for all gardeners…one of the ten 
most beautiful gardens in the 
United States.” (Mac Griswold) 
 North Hill has been home 
for Joe and Wayne since 1976, 
when, drawn to Vermont for a 
quality of life they felt was un-
matched in any other state and 
“wanting to garden,” they dis-
covered this striking 23-acre 
property. Old-growth trees on 
the land had not been touched 
for 50 years, and a small meadow 
lay at the top of the hill. But par-
ticularly compelling—something 
they had not even dared to hope 
for—was a (mostly) four-season 
stream. They would eventually 
discover that this south-facing 
plot of land with the chilly name 
was actually, according to USDA 
records of the previous 30 years, 
the warmest spot in the entire 
state of Vermont.
 So began their lives at North 
Hill, creating a home and a gar-
den, or as Joe says, “finding our 

place.” With limited finances 
(they were public schoolteachers) 
but summers free, they pursued 
their dream for North Hill. With 
a willingness to experiment, 
long evenings of research, and 
a growing involvement with the 
gardening community around 
the world, Joe and Wayne slowly 
pushed the bounds of what was 
traditionally grown in a Zone 
4 environment, where winters 
often hit minus 20-degree tem-
peratures. By the late 1970s, the 
demand for their horticultural 
skill was rapidly expanding. It 
was only a matter of time before 
garden and landscape design be-
came their primary occupation. 
 Perhaps the seminal event 
in that transition occurred in the 
early summer of 1989. Their gar-
dening essays were cropping up 
in Horticulture magazine, and 
its editor at the time, Tom Coo-
per, approached Joe and Wayne 
with an offer not to be refused: a 
trip to some of the most remark-
able gardens on the British Isles. 
They went, despite the fact that 
“no gardener leaves his garden 
in June,” to the legendary places 
and people that had long cap-
tured their imaginations: Grave-
tye Manor, Great Dixter, Wisly, 
Beth Chatto, Rosemary Verey, 
and Christopher Lloyd, to name 
a few. They describe it 20 years 
later as a “totally overwhelming 
experience.” 
 On the night of their return 
to North Hill, they walked out 
the back door into the moonlight 

A   trip  down the garden path here is an amazing experience, one that visitors may 
enjoy each May. They may sometimes be greeted by a pooch holding down his job, 
keeping watch on the front steps of the owners’ home. The garden—with its profu-
sion of flowers, shrubs, and trees—is the sum total of34 years of labor and learning.
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Visit northhillgarden.com or call 
(802) 423-5444.

Just the facts
and “stood there and looked around and 
said ‘we have a garden,’ and we didn’t 
know that. We did not know that and 
then we did. And then we were off. Sud-
denly a life as a gardener was what we 
wanted. And so we both began to write 
with great seriousness and put every pen-
ny we could get into making the garden. 
In about five to six years we had essen-
tially done it.”
 Joe and Wayne have now written 
six gardening books, separately and to-
gether, the latest the 2009 memoir, Our 
Life in Gardens. There are, perhaps, no 
better companions to inspire and nurture 
a gardening impulse, however delicate or 
robust. Their love of language and story-
telling, and skill with words, have attract-
ed a worldwide audience. Readers are 
drawn to the wit, wisdom, and practical 
gardening advice, but in the end, maybe, 
to something deeper that courses through 
the pages: the emotional richness of lives 

passionately lived.
 They acknowledge as much in the 
preface to this latest title, writing “when 
a book is written about a garden two peo-
ple have made together, that book is really 
not about—or not just about—the garden 
they made. It is also about a relationship, 
and so it comes to be an autobiography 
of that relationship.” Wayne passed away 
on September 17, 2010, at the age of 68, 
after a short illness. Five thousand notes, 
cards, and emails subsequently arrived, 
the outpouring a testament to the extent 
of their relationship and connectedness: 
to each other, to gardens, and to a global 
community. 
 Things will change at North Hill. 
Joe envisions a greater emphasis on edu-
cation, particularly with youth, through 
an expansion of their popular workshops 
and symposiums. At the same time, mem-
berships in North Hill will be offered to 
the public. These will provide a signifi-

 clockwise	from	top: A single peony makes its debut, adding 
a spot of brilliant color. The inside of the greenhouse is 
pleasantly crowded with varieties of flowers and plants, each 
awaiting daily care.  The upper field of  daffodils is  inspira-
tion for Daffodil Sunday, an annual event held each May. 
Hosta shoots (above) take root. 

cantly greater access to the gardens, in-
cluding each Friday and Saturday after-
noon from the end of April to the middle 
of October.   
 Perhaps the much-loved Daffodil 
Sunday will remain. In any case, the op-
portunity to wander in the gardens that 
Joe and Wayne created will be as never 
before.   

Anthony Reczek, a photographer and writer, was 
born and raised in Vermont, and now lives in exile in 
Connecticut. His photoblog is at anthonyreczek.com.


