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CHAIR’S MESSAGE
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Welcome to our autumn Groundcover and welcome to 
our new editor Janice Horslen. You will see a wealth of 
articles in this issue and a big thank you to all our 
members who have contributed.  The newsletter in print 
form will be produced twice a year as well as a  bi-
monthly online e-newsletter.  Please get involved by 
contributing articles on your design projects or plant 
triumphs from your own garden, anything that makes an 
interesting read! We’ve had an incredible rise in our

Dear members,

membership to 77 individuals this year, which is amazing! A very warm welcome to all 
new members and thank you all for joining and supporting the group.

This year seems to have flown past and who is not hoping for better times and an ease of 
restrictions due to the pandemic? However we have been lucky to have enjoyed being 
outside with lots of hours of sunshine and warmth this year and the landscaping industry 
has been busy and in demand, which is great news. Autumn is the main time to go out 
and prepare the garden for next year, so hopefully busy times ahead! 

We are pleased to have been able to offer our events online since lockdown. Shoot 
Gardening and our member Karen Holley gave a great presentation in August on how we 
can use Shoot efficiently as professionals and develop our planting plans. Mark Lamey
and Jackie Currie have been fabulous, inspirational speakers on very different subjects. 
Mark gave us his insights into the latest developments in well known gardens such as 
Sissinghurst, Broughton Grange and Trentham Estate. It was interesting to hear about all 
the different restoration projects within these gardens, all with a contemporary approach. 
I am pleased to say that if you missed these talks, recordings will be available soon on our 
new member’s page on the SGDG website. We have decided to continue online for at 
least the first half of 2021 and have already confirmed some well known and high profile 
speakers.

I wish you an enjoyable autumn and most of all: stay well and healthy!

Christine Wilford MSGD
SGDG Chair



WEBSITE: NEW MEMBERS AREA

We’re really excited to let you know that we are working behind the scenes to develop a 
Member’s Area of our website. The plan is to launch this in the New Year and it will act 
as a hub for information and resources. We’ll store all webinar videos and speaker 
resources here, a Groundcover and newsletter archive and a member’s directory. Other 
ideas that may well come in the next phase include a member’s forum and pages for our 
CPD Groups. The other part of the website we are working on is the facility to renew 
your membership online and for online bookings and payments for visitors to 
events. Thanks to Karen, Renée and Neta for their time in developing this work which we 
believe will be a valuable new addition for our members.

SGDG NEWS

SOCIAL MEDIA AND NETWORKING

It has become a valuable source of ideas and information with some interesting 
discussions. Please feel free to introduce yourself with examples of your work or fire 
away with any queries.  You can also follow us on Twitter: @SurreySgdg

One thing we've missed during lockdown is not 
being able to meet up in person and network over a 
cup of tea or coffee before our talks in Stoke 
D’Abernon. Hopefully we'll be able to do that again 
at some point next year, and also have the chance to 
meet our new members.  In the meantime, join us 
on social media where we have our own Facebook 
group: www.
facebook.com/groups/surreygardendesigngroup

It’s a private group of over 450 people, open to 
anyone interested in garden design.

SEEKING NEW COMMITTEE MEMBERS!

The SGDG Committee has been incredibly active in organising the new format to present 
the talks, developing the new website and balancing the budget. If you think you have a 
little bit of time to spare to support the running of the SGDG, we would love to hear from 
you! We are looking fill the roles of Secretary and Treasurer. All our committee meetings 
are held on zoom, so it is very easy to join and we are all very friendly! Please contact 
Christine or Nancy if you would like to know more. 
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GIFT AID – TO TICK OR NOT TO TICK?

The SGDG is a not-for-profit organisation run by volunteers.  This means we are able to 

claim gift aid from the government, which has proved a valuable resource of funds 

which we use to pay for top quality speakers each year.  At renewals time, the 

committee noticed that some people tick the box, others don’t and some members 

aren’t that sure if they should or not.  So we asked a local friendly accountant for their 

advice and this is what he said. 

The basics

If you tick the gift-aid box you should be a taxpayer. And to be a taxpayer you need to 

earn above the tax free allowance (currently £12,500) - and sometimes more than that 

if you access certain reliefs i.e. relief from pension contributions. To be more specific, 

you should have paid at least as much in tax as the tax that is reclaimed by the charity. 

So if you make a donation of £40, then you must have paid at least £10 tax (which is 

the amount of tax that the SGDG would claim back from HMRC). 

Words of warning

However you may make multiple donations to multiple organizations over a year. So 

you almost need to keep a running total of the amounts that you have donated. You 

need to ensure that you have paid at least as much tax as the value of 25% of your 

total donations to all organisations in the tax year.

If you are a UK taxpayer you need to understand that if you pay less Income Tax and/or 

Capital Gains Tax in the current tax year than the amount of Gift Aid claimed on your 

donations to charities and associations that you donate to, it is your responsibility to 

pay any difference.

Just out of interest, if you have incorrectly ticked the gift-aid box and the charity claims 

the tax back from the government and it transpires that you should not have ticked the 

box, then the individual may be asked to repay the amounts back to HMRC. In reality 

this rarely happens as the whole thing is not well policed, however, HMRC could 

require that you to make a repayment. The donations you make are not deductible for 

tax purposes (e.g. for business expenses) because then HMRC would be paying back 

twice. 

We are so grateful for all of those who do tick the box and are able to do so, but if 

you are not sure what your income will be for the year and you are close to the tax 

threshold, err on the side of caution and leave it blank. 

With thanks to Martin Joseph - Whittingtons, Chartered Accountants Guildford.
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SGDG EVENTS: 2021 PROGRAMME

We are delighted to announce our programme of events for 2021.  At present we plan to 
hold all events on Zoom but will be reviewing the situation as 2021 progresses.  We do 
hope to be able to meet in person as soon as possible.

DATE SPEAKER TOPIC

12 January 
Marian Boswall
Landscape architect

Designing spaces for healing and recovery

9 February
Andrew Wilson
Landscape architect

Construction and Design

10  March
Annie Guilfoyle
Garden designer

What makes a great garden

13 April 
Patricia Fox
Garden designer

Finishing touches: increasing the value of your 
garden

11 May
Rosalind Brookman 

Writer and blogger
How good writing is essential to your business

8 June VISIT
Plantpassion, East Clandon: tour and talk on 
colour in the garden all year round

13 July

Stephen Anderton 
Garden writer for ‘The 
Times’, broadcaster and 
author

“In the Teeth of the Wind: Gardening behind 
the Sugarloaf”

10 August VISIT North Hill Nurseries, Chobham: talk and tour

15 September
Butter Wakefield
Garden Designer

The making of the Ribbon Wheel Garden

13 October
Andrew Mikolajski
Author, lecturer and 
speaker

Conifers: how to use, plant and care for them

10 November
Miles Hebron-Wheatley
UK Sales Manager at 
Vande Moortel

Using Vande Moortel clay pavers to enhance 
designs

15 December Christmas Social To be decided
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WELCOMING NEW MEMBERS

The move to virtual events has led to a real 
swell in our membership numbers and we’ve 
been delighted to welcome 33 new members  
over the course of 2020!  This means nearly 
half of our members are new and we really 
encourage those members to get in touch 
with ideas for events, speakers, articles –
anything that they feel would be of benefit to 
our group.

In this edition, we introduce:

▪ Helen Thomas (Helen Thomas Garden Design)
▪ James Petit (Rainbow Gardening Ltd)
▪ Joanna Chertkow (Jo Chertkow Garden 

Design)

▪ Neta Dvir (student garden designer)
▪ Paula Holland (Laurel Hill Gardens)
▪ Nicky Heap (Nicky Heap Designs)
▪ Rachel Papworth (Rachel Papworth 

Landscape and Garden Design)

Helen Thomas (Helen Thomas Garden Design)

I set up my business in 2008 not quite knowing where it would 
take me, being a complete newcomer. I am very fortunate to 
be living and working in the beautiful Surrey Hills, which is where 
the majority of my clients are based and although both clients 
and sites have been very different in character I still get a thrill 
when I hand over the garden to a happy client. 

Many of the projects I take on involve quite challenging topography and I like to work 
with the natural contours and  the landscape beyond in order to minimise the impact on 
the existing site.  I use sweeping curves where appropriate and this has posed some 
challenges on the construction side.  I have been lucky to work with 3 local landscapers 
who are all very helpful and I am constantly learning from them too.  

Having combined work with raising a family and creating my own garden here at Hill Farm 
I have found little time to collaborate with other garden designers and to press forward 
with learning new techniques, sharing ideas and even putting my projects forward for 
adjudication. However this is what I am looking forward to most now, including getting to 
know other designers in the Surrey Garden Design Group. I hope to meet you all in 
person as soon as we are able and in the meantime through the zoom meetings.

www.helenthomasdesign.co.uk

6

http://www.helenthomasdesign.co.uk/


James Petit (Rainbow Gardening Ltd)

After completing a degree in Politics from the University of Sussex I went on to study the 
RHS course at NESCOT taught by Andrew Scott and Matt James.

I am a member of The Federation of Small Businesses and Rainbow Gardening are 
members of various accredited business services including Surrey Trading Standards, 
Marshalls register, Jacksons approved installers, The Gardeners Guild and Checkatrade. 

Over the years Rainbow has built up significant presence and good will in the local 
community with various school and charity projects. We have been nominated for the 
Best Business in Epsom and Ewell awards for the past 5 years and in 2018 are proud to 
have won the award for Best Business for Environmental Commitment.

Rainbow Gardening are planning to build the business to 50+ employees over the next 
couple of years through business acquisition and organic growth. We know this is 
ambitious but are really excited about the future of the business and where it is going. 
Our main challenge at the moment is finding more skilled landscapers to join and help 
grow our team. Please see the website for examples of our work 
www.rainbowgardening.com

Joanna Chertkow (Jo Chertkow Garden Design)

After a career in business analysis, and a break to focus on my 
two sons I made the decision in 2018 to retrain and do 
something I really love. I studied at the KLC school of design 
for their garden design diploma and graduated late last year. 

I am currently setting up my own garden design practice 
based in Walton-on-Thames and hoping to work across south-
west London and the south-east. It has been a challenging 
year to attempt to set up a new business in the face of all the

restrictions, but with all the focus on people spending time in their own gardens 
I’m confident this is a good industry to be in!

WELCOMING NEW MEMBERS

I run a landscape and garden maintenance business 
based in Epsom, Surrey with my business partner Tom. 
We have 4 hard landscape teams and 4 maintenance 
teams, looking after 200+ regular maintenance contracts. 
We have been trading for 20 years, and have grown to 25 
employees.
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Neta Dvir

with my husband. Earlier this year Covid-19 hit, and changed our world, and my 
comfortable, corporate IT job came to an unexpected end.  Through job-loss, lockdown 
and social distancing I found myself with plenty of spare time to design and cultivate this 
relatively large piece of land.  I quickly realised that I knew nothing about design, nor 
gardening, but I was fired up to get stuck in.   It felt like a puzzle that I needed to solve: to 
create an aesthetically pleasing and practical metamorphosis of a thoroughly weed-
ridden blank canvas. 

On a hunch I signed up to a garden design postgrad diploma.   I had no idea what it would 
entail, though my gut felt good about it and I figured I had nothing to lose.  I have since 
then realised that it gives me more satisfaction and pleasure than my soulless day job 
ever could have.  It became a challenging passion to fulfil my goal of becoming a full-time 
garden designer, alongside nurturing my veg plot. 

I revel in the creativity it brings into my life, exploring plants, paving bricks and a myriad 
of new materials as my tools, like a painter’s palette.  I have some way to go until I’m fully 
proficient in the skills required to be a successful garden designer.   But I feel my life has 
become richer and more fulfilled since I began this journey.  I look forward to a new 
chapter of learning, development and spending a lot more time outdoors, appreciating 
gardens and the great outdoors.  To learn more about me or to say hello, I’m on 
Linkedin, Instagram and Houzz. 

WELCOMING NEW MEMBERS

Rachel Papworth (Rachel Papworth Landscape and Garden Design)

I'm Rachel, based near Purley and working in the surrounding areas 
in South London, Surrey & Kent. I'm relatively new to garden 
design, having changed careers in 2018. I graduated from the 
London College of Garden Design in 2019 and was lucky enough to 
have my final project shortlisted for the student category of the 
SGD awards. Since then I have been keeping myself busy working 
on a freelance basis for other garden designers (as well as having 
another baby in April!) I look forward to joining your group & 
learning at your events! www.rachelpapworth.com

I never had a back garden as a child. I grew up in urban Israel and 
have lived in city flats for most of my life.  It was only through 
attending residential spiritual retreats in South Wales a few years 
ago that I got to truly (re)connect with nature for the first time. 
Ever since then I have felt a strong calling to spend more time 
outdoors, to learn about nature and experiment with growing 
plants and veg.  The last few years have been transformational, 
both in lifestyle and career.   Late last year I took on a 250sqm 
neglected allotment plot together
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Paula Holland (Laurel Hill Gardens)

running their Specialist Plant course.  I am based in Ewhurst, in the Surrey Hills, and 
design and create large rural gardens as well as more compact spaces and roof terraces. I 
also do some smaller projects, creating outdoor entertaining spaces, rejuvenating borders 
or simply providing consultancy.  My in-depth plant knowledge and strong background in 
design (gained from the experience of designing and managing the build of my own home 
and a former career as a retail buyer for M&S) have provided the perfect foundation for 
my work.  I have been involved with several show gardens and designed the RNIB 
Community garden at Hampton Court flower Show, with fellow designer Steve Dimmock. 
This was a sensory garden with scent and textural planting which went on to win RHS 
Hampton Court People's Choice Award in 2018.  www.laurelhillgardens.co.uk

Nicky Heap (Nicky Heap Garden Design)

During a career break to take time out for family, a love of gardens and design was 
ignited. A short course in Garden Design and Interior Design at KLC followed, which then 
lead to the more detailed and involved diploma course at LCGD based at Kew Gardens.
As a designer she aims to create a beautiful and functional space that fits the client brief, 
sits appropriately in its surroundings, and which the clients love to spend time in. After 
graduating Nicky designed and oversaw the implementation of a compact London garden, 
and has enjoyed a range of projects which have all come through word of mouth 
referrals. Although much of her work is local, Nicky has undertaken projects throughout 
Surrey, the home counties, London and further afield whether it be advice, planting plans 
or a complete re-design.

Nicky Heap graduated from the London College of Garden 
Design achieving a diploma with Merit Commended in 2018, and 
has subsequently set up her own practice based in Cobham.  A 
relative newcomer to this industry, Nicky’s previous career was 
selling antique maps and prints as owner of a gallery in Chelsea for 
18 years which also offered a bespoke framing service. This 
provided great design and customer service experience. 

WELCOMING NEW MEMBERS

I started Laurel Hill Gardens in 2014.  My background is in buying 
and design. After I had my second child it became apparent that 
lots of travelling and commuting was not compatible with 
children!  Garden design seemed an obvious choice: a massive 
passion for plants and being outdoors, meeting clients, working 
out a brief that fulfills their requirements and delivers a 
wonderful garden that they can enjoy for years to come.

I graduated with a distinction from Merrist Wood College and 
studied with The Plant School for many years, nurturing and 
developing a deep understanding of plants. I am now involved in
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November 2020 New Builds – Protecting Yourself as a Designer

December 2020 Roles & Responsibilities as a Garden Designer

January 2021
Creating Portfolios – Marketing – Protecting 

Copyright/Integrity

February 2021 Show Garden Sponsorship – Show House Garden Designs

March 2021 Neglectful/Difficult Clients and Contractors

April 2021
Children’s Play Areas – Reclaimed Materials – Site Survey 

Pitfalls

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT GROUPS

We all know how the SGDG's informative and inspirational talks keep us on our toes, 
contributing to our Continuing Professional Development (CPD).  An additional level of 
education and support that the SGDG offers is by way of our Professional Development 
Groups (PDGs). The concept of the PDGs was formed by member Aylwin Nissen a couple 
of years ago. Aylwin recognised the benefit of getting together in organised groups to 
discuss our work. A garden designer's life is sometimes rather isolated and there can be 
the danger of getting into a rut with working practices, not knowing exactly how other 
designers are operating. 

Just chatting to other designers and people in related professions is helpful but the 
structure of these groups means that discussions can take place in more depth. Small 
groups of 6-8 meet up to present ideas, queries and experiences on all types of garden 
design related topics. So far, we have covered fee proposals, marketing, CDM, terms and 
conditions, insurance, drainage, planting plans and 3D plans. There is so much to learn 
by comparing notes and it can be quite thought provoking as we share each other's trials 
and tribulations and philosophies on being a garden designer.

Two groups have formed: one that normally meets in the Sutton/Wallington area and 
another in St. Mary's hall in Cobham. Although the groups have not been able to meet 
up in person since March, they have recently met up again via zoom which is working 
really well.

If you are interested in joining one of the existing groups, or perhaps starting up a new 
one of your own, please contact our Secretary, Nancy Rodgers at secretary@sgdg.org.uk

CONTINUING PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT (CPD)

FREE GARDEN DESIGNER’S CPD ZOOM SESSIONS

Presented by Alan Sargent of The Landscape Library (alangsargent@gmail.com / 
www.landscapelibrary.co.uk ) To attend, email Alan the day before the event to receive 
the zoom link. View the recorded webinars via the APL Cluster group on Facebook. 
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COVID 19 AND THE ‘NEW NORMAL’

AN UPDATE ON THE ‘NEW NORMAL’
Author: Julia Jones

Back in May, I took part in the Surrey Garden Design Group webinar titled ‘How we are 
working in the New Normal’.  The idea was to hear from a number of people in the 
industry as to how lockdown had affected their business. Now five months on I’ve been 
asked for an update.

When lockdown was announced in March I had six projects being built and it was the 
start of the spring planting season. The first ten days were all rather chaotic and spent 
mostly on the phone; determining which sites would have to close, which sites would 
keep going (and for how long) and what on earth was going to happen to all the plant 
orders that were booked in.  Four sites closed almost straight away, another a week later 
and the sixth kept going all the way through as the foreman had had the foresight to 
order three months worth of materials.  
The planting orders were dependent on three things: would the planting beds be 
prepared in time? Would topsoil/compost suppliers still deliver where needed ? Most 
importantly would the nurseries stay open? Thankfully after a few days of analysing the 
government guidelines, a number of nurseries did open but with new operating 
guidelines. Understandably everything had to be pre-ordered with no cash and carry.

The main problem was working how to get the plants in the ground.  On two projects 
landscapers had just walked away (I have to say these were not companies I had worked 
with before but companies the client had sourced). In one of these cases the clients had 
advertised for locals prepared to come and plant. Single self-employed gardeners were 
generally still working but quite a lot had stopped; mainly the larger maintenance 
companies.  I was able to get plants to site and position out and where there were no 
other options and clients were drafted in to plant. In two cases I actually got my spade 
out for the first time in ten years! 
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It would have been very easy to sit back and have three months off but I got stuck in and 
went back to how I first started 27 years ago by supplying and positioning plants. Without 
certain nurseries staying open and adapting to contactless plant deliveries, none of this 
would have been possible. Longacres in Bagshot also worked around the rules to help the 
industry by opening up for card holders from 7am- 8am. For the first time in years I 
supplied a few clients with summer bedding at a time when it felt I would might never see 
a tray of red geraniums again!

Adapting the business and going back into plant supply allowed me to keep going. 
Understandably, with the nervousness about visiting clients to carry out surveys, (even 
though this was allowed), the design enquiries dried up.  I think that people assumed I 
would not be designing.  

So what has happened to my business since May? The first thing is that from the first 
weekend of lockdown easing, the volume of enquiries was unprecedented; it was not 
unusual to be getting 2-3 a day instead of 2-3 a week. It has now calmed down again to a 
steady stream.  After 3 months of people having to stay at home and in many cases work 
from home, the demand now to improve outdoor spaces was at an all-time high;  outdoor 
buildings, fire pits, fence panels, you name it, everything outdoors was in demand.

I had to decide what to take on otherwise I knew I would end up with too many projects 
going on at the same time and not being able to give them the attention they needed.  I 
came up with a list of requirements that potential clients had to tick: it had to be a direct 
referral from another client or company, it had to be under 30mins drive and it had to be a 
project I would find interesting. All enquiries had to tick at least 2 of these 3 requirements 
otherwise it was a no.  I stopped giving new enquiries an idea of when I might be able to 
do a design and once the waiting list got to 12 I closed it and let clients know they may be 
waiting into 2021.

The last plant went in the ground in mid-June and from then until September it was full on 
design work.  I now have a ‘deli counter’ like system where new clients get a number and 
every few weeks they get an email telling them where they are in the queue, but with no 
commitment from me as to when I will come and see them.  This has really helped now 
that we are in the autumn planting season as 2 days a week are taken up with plant 
deliveries and every morning involves 2 site visits/client visits/surveying etc.  It means 
being limited to only having 3 afternoons a week to work on designs, allowing about 3 
designs a month at best.  

So where do I go from here? Since March all debriefings have been held outside but now 
with the weather turning this poses the question of how to handle debriefings. Everything 
else in the design process can be done outside. This is a difficult one for me. Having 
started in the business before the days of CAD, I still hand draw and my debriefings are 
always very interactive.  I know debriefing could be done via zoom but it’s not my 
preferred course of action. When I debrief I start with the survey drawing and then use 
tracing paper to build up how I arrived at the new layout. The client really gets to see the 
thought process involved. The problem is that tracing paper is particularly adept at 
absorbing moisture and wrinkles up within a few minutes! 
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I’m going to have to work through this one; I can see a lot of debriefings being done in 
garages or getting clients to open bi-fold doors to bring the fresh air in with plenty of 
hand sanitiser being used. We may yet have further government restrictions imposed. 
Needless to say it will be interesting to see in six months how I have managed to keep 
the debriefings going. 

I think the autumn planting season will run as did the spring one; the designs will be 
ploughed through with debriefings managed as best I can and I should be able to keep 
projects moving through to December. Clients are already having to be flexible though 
with material choice as many projects would have come to a halt if clients hadn’t 
accepted an alternative paving material. 

I think times are still uncertain; the virus isn’t going away so this is something we are 
going to continue to work with for months to come if not years. I think the issue in the 
New Year will be compounded by a couple of factors. The first being Brexit: the supply 
chain is already strained, some types of stone are now completely out of supply and not 
expected to be replenished until well in to 2021. We don’t know how the planting supply 
chain from Europe will be affected but I’m hoping that if nurseries order early enough 
there will be enough supply in the spring. However what may happen is a delay mid-
season when nurseries usually do a top up.  I think both nurseries and material suppliers 
will have to continue to raise their game to survive (as we have had to) and I hope this 
encourages more UK production of both plants and materials; this would be a positive.

The longer this goes on for, the more likely it is that financial constraints will play a part.  
The second thing that is likely to kick in, is some form of recession. Admittedly in the 
majority of Surrey we are in a very fortunate position compared to many other areas of 
the UK, but there could be some nervousness creeping in the longer this goes on for.  
However for those families where clients have adapted to working from home, they are 
saving money from not going out and travelling. No one can deny that if working from 
home becomes the new norm, which is highly likely, the demand for the service we 
provide should remain.  We are in the very fortunate situation of being in one of the few 
industries which is likely to see the positives of people realising just how important their 
outdoor space is to the quality of their lives and sanity.  This is only my personal view and 
how I have been managing over the last few months, I’m sure you all have your own 
stories to tell. The only thing I do know for sure is that I’m definitely  going to get a 
couple of weeks off over Christmas and hibernate! 

Photo by Galina N on Unsplash
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COVID 19 AND THE ‘NEW NORMAL’

AMONG PLACES I DID NOT VISIT OR REVISIT IN 2020
Author: Gillian Sandham

The tickets were booked and I was looking forward to revisiting Tuscany and the gardens

of La Foce, once home to the writer Iris Origo and her husband the Marchese Antonio

Origo. The property lies on the hills overlooking the Val d'Orcia, a beautiful valley in

Southern Tuscany, midway between Florence and Rome. The garden has sweeping views

over the valley to the distant Tuscan Hills and the ancient volcano Monte Amiato.

Iris grew up as a wealthy Anglo-American in Florence and shortly after her marriage, Iris’s

grandmother bought her and her husband an impoverished and largely abandoned

estate in the Val d’Orcia in 1924 - 3,500 acres of infertile land and 56 farms. Iris was 22

and the couple were looking for a project. They farmed and gradually developed the

estate, bringing prosperity and social progress to the local farmers. They introduced

modern farming techniques, rebuilt derelict farmhouses and also built a school, a

hospital and a community centre. In 1925 she employed the British landscape architect

Cecil Pinsent to make the house at La Foce habitable and then help her achieve her

dream of a Renaissance revival garden, so popular among the community of wealthy ex-

pats at that time. Gradually, between 1925 and 1934 the garden was established on the

difficult soil surrounding the villa.
14



Together, Cecil and Iris created an iconic garden with all of the geometry you might

expect in a formal Italian garden, but with just a hint of the romantic to soften the

Renaissance ideals. It sits perfectly in its surroundings, with dramatic views of the valley

below and the hills in the distance. Today it is as beautiful as ever it was, and is

considered to be one of the finest examples of Pinsent’s work, and one of the most

notable Revival Tuscan gardens.

The garden  ‘rooms’ are  

divided by box hedges, and 

there are all the elements 

you might expect: a rose 

garden, a pergola dripping 

with wisteria, lemon trees in 

huge terracotta pots and 

lavender hedges. As the 

garden rises it becomes less 

formal and you can find 

cherry trees and conifers 

growing amongst broom, 

rosemary and thyme, all 

punctuated by the slim 

cypresses so familiar in the 

Tuscan landscape.

Iris Origo was also a prolific 

author and social historian. 

Her book ‘War in Val d'Orcia, 

An Italian War Diary 1943-

1944’ is a moving chronicle 

of life on La Foce during the 

latter part of the war, when

she and her husband took in war orphans and risked death by helping fleeing Italian 

partisans, as well Allied troops separated from their colleagues in the chaos of war, and 

escaped  Allied POWs.

Hopefully, next year….? Along with Yves St Laurent’s garden Jardin Majorelle in

Marrakech ? Those tickets were booked too!
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THE INCREDIBLE LIFE AND CAREER OF HUMPHRY REPTON  
Author: John Lucas.  Founder and Past President of the S.G.D.G

A few years ago, I was asked to give a 
series of lectures on Humphry Repton.  I 
knew him as one of the big three names in 
the “Land Skip” movement in the 18th

Century, but it was only when I began to 
investigate his life and career in detail did I 
realise what an incredible man he was.  So, 
I thought I would share what I consider to 
be the highlights of his life in 
“Groundcover”.

Repton was born on 21st April 1752 in 
Bury St Edmunds and was the eldest son of 
John and Martha Repton.  He seems to 
have lived an extremely privileged early life 
as he was educated at Bury and then went 
onto Norwich Grammar School. 
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He was sent off at the age of 12 to learn Dutch and prepare to be a merchant.  He quickly 
befriended a wealthy Dutch family and was introduced by them to “Polite Gentlemanly 
Pursuits” such as drawing, gardening, shooting, the study of maths and the sciences. 

He returned to Norwich when he was 16, something of a “dandy” and was apprenticed to 
a textile merchant but didn’t take to it as it seems his mind was on other things. At the age 
of 18, he met and fell head over heels in love with a local girl, three years older than him, 
called Mary Clark.  As soon as he came of age at 21 they married and set up home at St 
Giles.  Mary was extremely intelligent and attractive and much more experienced in “real 
life” than Repton and his marriage to her was long and successful. 

Immediately following his marriage, looking to secure his income for himself and his new 
wife, he set up his own textile business, but this was not a success. However, in the later 
part of the same year (1773), both his parents died leaving him a modest legacy which 
meant that his immediate need for active employment was put aside. In 1778 he moved, 
with his wife and first child a small country estate in Sustead near Norwich in Norfolk.  
Living off his inheritance, he spent 5 years studying the beauties of nature, gardening, 
botany, entomology and other gentlemanly pursuits of the day.  

He was a talented artist and made drawing and watercolour paintings of many of the old 
country seats in the neighbourhood. He was helped in this work by a fellow enthusiast 
named James Edward Smith, who he had been friends with at school. Smith was later to 
be knighted and was one of the most outstanding botanists of his day.  Repton also had 
access to the fine library of his neighbour William Windham. It was Windham that 
introduced him to Joseph Banks.  Banks was an extremely skilled naturalist, botanist and 
had been on various plant hunting trips. Repton gained much knowledge from Banks and
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many of the plants and trees he later included in his garden designs were introduced into 
this country by Banks.  Repton spent a considerable time and energy in setting out the 
gardens on his estate and in doing so learned a little of designing, laying out and 
constructing a garden in the mode of Lancelot Brown whose design style he admired.  
Looking for longer-term gainful employment, he tried his hand at being a journalist, 
dramatist, artist, political agent and confidential secretary.  When these all failed, he joined 
John Palmer in a venture to reform the mail-coach system.  Palmer made a fortune out of it, 
but Repton lost most of his money.

At this point in my story you may well consider that my claim of Repton being an 
“extraordinary man” as being greatly overstated.  He sounds much more like a privileged, 
wastrel who lost a small fortune and couldn’t hold down a job for very long. But what he 
decided to do next was to have a huge effect on garden design history and make him 
famous.

At 36, his capital dwindling, Repton moved to a 
modest cottage near Romford in Essex. With four 
children and no secure income, he desperately 
looked around for some way of earning a living in 
something he enjoyed doing. Walking in his 
garden in the middle of the night, he had the idea 
of taking up designing gardens for a living.  He 
had done it at Sustead and he realised that he 
had all the skills to do it. Never one to do things 
in a small way, Repton decided that he would

seek to fill the considerable shoes of Lancelot Brown who had died five years earlier.  The 
next morning, he began writing to all his numerous influential acquaintances to tell them 
of his latest venture.  His success was immediate, and he made incredible progress very 
quickly, becoming an almost overnight success. He called himself a “Landscape Gardener“ 
and this is the first time this term was used on business cards or publicity leaflets. 

When I think of how hard it is these days to break into the garden design world and to 
build up a reputation and a client list, I am somewhat envious of Repton’s seemingly 
overnight success.  The reason, I think, was the dynamic nature and energy of the man. He 
was a man of reading and something of a mathematician, who could illustrate his theories 
of design with geometric diagrams.  He was very talented and had a good way with the 
aristocracy for whom he worked, but it was his idea of utilising his drawing and painting 
skills to illustrate his designs that made him somewhat special.  

Repton developed the practice of presenting his designs in red leather-bound books, 
which became known as his “Red Books”.  He would visit the site, make watercolour 
paintings of the areas he wished to change and then show his designs on overlay 
paintings. Neither Kent or Brown or any of the other developing designers had worked 
this way before and it caught on very quickly. Each design idea would be linked with a 
write-up in his own hand and he used flowing terminology to describe his ideas.  In many 
cases Repton found himself fine “tuning” some of the gardens originally laid out by 
Brown. Lancelot Brown had destroyed immense numbers of formal gardens owned by
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very prestigious and important clients and had carved out huge areas of parkland. Repton’s 
work, although a little more modest, was often undertaken for the same family or estate 
and where he undertook new designs it was often on a smaller scale. 

He quickly became the designer to employ and undertook the design of many gardens 
throughout England.  His method of working differed from Brown’s in one particularly 
important way.   Brown had been a large-scale contractor in his own right, employing 
labour direct to undertake the work. He would visit the site and mark out the plans on the 
ground and then supervise the work as it developed. Repton, on the other hand acted as a 
consultant and charged a good sum for his Red Books.  Whilst, when necessary, he would 
stake out the ground himself, he would generally leave the construction of the garden in 
the hands of the client. If forced, he would provide site visits and is believed to have 
charged somewhere in the region of £5 a day, equal today to approximately £755. His 
method of working meant that many of the 400 or so designs that Repton provided were 
never completed; at £755 a day in today’s money, I can see why.

Repton also differed from Brown in several important aspects of his design philosophy;   
where Brown used a continual peripheral belt of trees to contain the design and put tuffs 
of trees on hills and slopes to act as individual points of focus, Repton used much of the 
“borrowed landscape”.  He would cut vistas through the planting to expose attractive 
building such as church towers and perhaps an attractive village, thus making them part of 
the design.   All good designers now accept that focal points in the garden or landscape are 
of extreme importance and much of this thought was developed by Repton.   He also 
contrived approach drives and lodges to enhance impressions of size and important to a 
property and even introduced monogrammed milestones on the roads around the estate. 

During Repton’s life there was much controversy aimed at what Brown had done to the 
landscape and his destruction of so many formal gardens. Whilst Repton generally sided 
with Brown’s ideas, he did develop some of his own ideas which Brown would have not 
agreed with. He moved away from Brown’s concept of bringing the rolling lawns right 
down to the house and re-introduced formal terraces, balustrades and trellis work, and 
also flower gardens and this became common practice in the 19th century and is still the 
accepted design for most large houses.  As his fame grew Repton worked on many very 
impressive and influential gardens.  Probably the most successful was the “picturesque” 
landscape he created at Blais Castle.  He also introduced a Chinese garden, an American 
garden, an arboretum and a forcing garden at Woburn Abbey which would have been 
considered extremely bold at the time. 

This success at Woburn won him a commission from the Duke of Bedford to design the 
central gardens in Russell Square, the centrepiece of the Bloomsbury development.  
Buildings played an important part of Repton’s commissions and he worked and started an 
association with John Nash in about 1795.   However, they fell out in about 1800 and from 
then on Repton employed John Adey and his younger son George Stanley.  There is much 
more to write about this incredible man and any developing garden designer can learn 
much from studying his work in detail.  Repton had a good and fulfilled life, but he suffered 
a serious carriage accident in 1811, which forced him to use a wheelchair and that 
shortened his life considerably. He died in 1818 and is buried in the Churchyard in Aylsham.  
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THE SEASONS CHANGE
Author: Liz Frost, Nettles and Petals Design

The seasons change is upon us once more. After a wonderfully warm summer there is a 
distinct nip in the air first thing. Footwear changes from flip flops to wellies and we grab 
more layers to wrap ourselves. It is my favourite month; As all the hard work in the garden 
continues, the late summer plants hang on to their colour and flowers whilst the wind 
intensity increases and the temperatures fall. Leaves turn through their warm colour tones 
and hips and haws are studded through their soon to be skeletons in abundance. The 
warm reds of these bring an enthusiastic glow to the garden itself.

Low light in the garden gives a fresh quality and ambience as well as showing off the new 
forms of the plants as the seasons change. The warm sun’s glow gives an almost 
transparency to the silvery tones of the perovskia and to the papery leaves of the 
hydrangea. The garden seems to cling onto every minute of warmth and light. The 
agapanthus have lost their sapphire jewels, leaving hanging seed pods that will soon to 
turn to soft, sultry forms as they decompose.

Garden colours are transforming to coppery pink, butter yellow, rich reds and burnt 
oranges, showing off their transformed shades in a new paint palette. A new vibrancy 
envelopes the garden, giving a refreshed energy and atmosphere to the viewer with it’s 
changed hues and tints.

There is much to notice as we watch the change in the garden and the seasons shift. As we 
find ourselves having more time to notice, to embrace nature’s special qualities and it’s 
outstanding beauty, we can find solace and calm in knowing that despite our changing life 
circumstances, the garden will continue it’s natural circle of life.

Ornamental grasses are at their 
peak and provide such incredible 
movement in the garden.  Their soft 
sway creating a gentle dance 
through their ethereal form. It is 
almost mesmerising to watch their 
energy ripple through the space. 
The quiet rustle they create ensures 
a mellow atmosphere in the 
planting scheme as they gently work 
with the breeze running through 
them.
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A different sort of Friday night at The Hannah Peschar Sculpture 
Garden
Author: Renée Canter, The Girl who Gardens

I was lucky enough to spend an early 

evening in August at The Hannah 

Peschar Sculpture Garden near Ockley

in Surrey, sharing it with less than 20 

people during an evening planned and 

run by Ati from Surry Hills Wellness.

Ati is a counsellor but uses mindfulness 

to create sensory experiences.  The 

garden was the perfect place to enjoy a 

meal and then listen to a guided 

meditation as I walked through the 

spaces created 36 years ago. The 

Garden used to be part of a large 

estate, but now runs to 10 acres 

surrounding a 15th century grade two 

listed cottage. 

Over the past 40 years the garden has been 

redesigned and replanted by award-winning 

landscape designer Anthony Paul, who has 

introduced many large leaved plants in bold 

groups with masses of tall grasses.  He has 

also created 3 new ponds.  

There is a quietness that was enhanced by 

the lack of people and the time of day that I 

visited.  Yellow Rudbeckia was the only 

colour amongst the greens of a woodland 

and river setting with enormous Gunnera by 

the ponds.  Secret paths and bridges took 

you into the garden and led you on a walk

amongst the sculpture, through lighter glades and under darker canopies.  It’s the sort of 

garden that doesn’t look like its looked after and does its own thing which I love … there’s 

a fine line between managed and chaos and this sits there quite comfortably!  I have no 

idea how much I saw or how much I missed which means I’d love to return.  See 

www.hannahpescharsculpture.com for more details and a video tour.
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