Labor of Love

Unearthing a garden from New York’s golden age

IM THEIR FRIME, the gardens at turn-of-
the-20th-century New York Livwyer Samuel
Untermyer’s estate, overlooking the Husd=an
Kiver, employed more than &0 full-tine gar-
deerers, stretched over 150 pores, ancd had 60
greenhouses, Today, the property, scaled
o Lo ahonat 43 peres and cwnesd Dy Uhe sur-
renanling city of Yonkers, hasonly one Mull-lime
gardener and a lofty goal: to restore Uhe estake
amcl the walled, Persian-style gandemn at its core
after decades of overgnowth and decay.
Designed in 1912 by William Welles
Bosworth, the Beaux Arts architect best
knoevm for hiz boildings at the Massachuselis
Institute of Technology, the garden contains
a pillared Temple of Love perched onarocky
outcropping and a loggia with views of the
Hudsom anchored by 2,000-year-okl cipolline
marbls columns imported from Rome, The
Persian garden, with its water features, Greck
columns, and atemple bearing a mosaicof the
Gorgon Medusa, is considersd the greatest
but least- known work of its kKind in the Wiest-
ern Hemisphere. Architect Stephen Bymns
had often visited the Untermyer estate, bt
aneday in late 2000 he happened inwhen the
foumntains were fiowing. “It was just unheliey-
ahle,” Bymns says, “It was like falling in loee

all vver agnin.” Partnering with the Yonkers
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Parks Dicpartment, Byrns helped found the
Untermyer Gnrdens Conservancy, nnonprofit
dedicated to the restorntion, Horticultwrist
Timaothy Tilghmnn was hired to spearhead
the enormons undertaking, nchallenge, Til-
ghman says, “1 feel privileged to accept.”
So far, he has focused on the walled garden
replacing intruding plants with hundreds of
shrubs, perennials, and anmeals that could be
found in the garden in its hevday in the 1930s,
{He has some top=dravwer help. Marco Polo
Stufano, former director of hortkculture at
W Hill, a restored estate mod far away in the
Bronx, serves asa horticultural sdvisor for the
Untermyer project.)

Tilghman Is comstantly on the lokeut for
clues to the estate’s original shape. Among
the hidden suxillary gardens and fascimating
architectural structures he unearthed are a
living sumndial made feom plants and an over-
grown rock garden. He also spendsa lot of time
on the prosabe work of clearing 70 yearawarth
of brush, revealing the extensive paths that
tranverse the estate, “1call hiswork the Lalsar of
Hercules,” Byrns says, Meanwhile, Byrns and
Tilghman contimee (o develop e vigion for
the garden’s future a5 a resource for the puldic,
Thesy won't be salislied simply to bring back a
signibicant amnl unique American garden that
Ieas largedy been forgol ten. Says Byrns, “1want
to make this oneof the greadest public gardens
i America” — KM,
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