
Often described as ‘outside rooms’, similar design principles can 
be applied to both inside and out; each seek to define the different 
uses of the space and to create atmospheres which will enrich our 
lives and once achieved, the pleasure and satisfaction derived can be 
breath-taking!  But, over time, as the human element also evolves, 
the need for the garden to change again, becomes evident and so the 
design process ebbs and flows alongside us.  

So, let your imagination wander; this log wall with mown paths 
through long grass, a crisply defined lawn, space to wine, dine and 
play, all offer delights not only for you, but also the wildlife in your 
garden. 
Sometimes, all we need is a few ideas and a nudge in the right 
direction and we’re off and running.  If, on the other hand you would 
like more than that, then hop aboard Purbeck! and help yourself to all 
the ideas, designs and solutions we’ll be discussing; see how Life, 
Energy and a serene helping of Tranquillity, can be created in any 
green space.

Garden Design 
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Trained at the English Gardening                    
School, Chelsea, Sarah Talbot shares 
an insight into what it takes for 
inspired garden design …
When speaking with a new client recently I realised, few people know what to expect when they contact a Designer. In the 
following editions we’ll be looking at how the garden design process evolves, from initial concept to completed garden.  There 
will be different styles, from large country houses to small urban courtyards and plenty in between. 

Step 1, The Brief – not to be rushed! 
As a Designer, understanding what your clients really want from their 
garden, takes time. No two people are the same and extracting gems 
of information, to glean an insight into their lives, is what forms the 
basis of the brief. Humans and plants are not so different, each has 
a preference and for them to be happy and grow well, they need the 
right environment. 

Budget
A garden is like a big sponge, it will soak up as much money as you’re 
prepared to give it; controlling and judging how it can be spent most 
effectively is vital.  There will always be unforeseeable expenses; 
the copper pipe used instead of MDPE for mains water, the cracked 
drain quietly seeping unnoticed until now, or a previous owner’s 
suspect electrical installation and so it goes on.  A realistic financial 
buffer should be added.

Phasing the Construction
There are usually ways of spreading the cost.  I sometimes suggest to 
clients that I create a design which contains everything on their wish 
list, then we look at ways of phasing it.  Today’s gravel terrace can be 
tomorrow’s York stone, this year’s annual border can be planted with 
perennials and shrubs next year, the pergolas could be added the 
year after that – but you do need patience for this route.

Case Study
Our first case study is a rural garden with a 1930s house, 14 miles 
west of Wareham, with the same chalky soil typical of much of the 
Purbeck area. 
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The Clients
Professional couple running a successful business, working long hours 
and with a son at university. They entertain frequently and have minimal 
time or knowledge available, to look after the garden. No pets, apart 
from the goldfish!

This is their imposing red brick house, which sat resolute and dominant 
in a large and steeply sloping, expanse of lawn.  It was peppered with 
oddly shaped borders, plenty of concrete slabs and crazy paving, two 
ponds and a huge Cedar tree. Plants struggled on the impoverished soil.

The Challenge
The slope of the garden greatly reduced the amount of useable, space. The 
existing terrace was angular with an acute pinch point, which made the 
entertaining area too small, with no natural route to and from, either the 
kitchen or their lovely garden room.  Plants were old and tired and by this 
time the owners had added a large kitchen extension; the style of which was 
contemporary, elegantly under-stated and with clean lines and the garden must 
now reflect a similar style.
Design Note: A frequent problem when building a house extension is how to 
link it with the garden. This terrace area outside the new kitchen just didn’t work; 
nothing flowed or connected and we’ll show how to resolve this, in the next issue.  

Genius Loci, Spirit of Place - it was Alexander Pope, poet, 
scholar and serious 18th century gardener, who first advocated our 
gardens should reflect spirit of place; that we should observe and 
listen to what the land is saying to us and only then, move forward 
and create in harmony with nature. Today, we have Anish Kapoor 
who translates this with extraordinary 21st century twists in the tail; 
sculptor and land artist Andy Goldsworthy, stone-balancer Mike Grab 
and landscape architect Kim Wilkie. For all of them, the land and 
the memories embedded in it are what drive their work. So, when I 
was given the brief for a garden where this essence could be truly 
embraced, I was excited and eager to start. So begins the story of 
how the old garden became new– note the position of the shed in 
both images below.

Survey & Site Analysis
This is the start of the design drawing process and we, the Designer 
and Landscaper, like to do it together.  As well as giving us accurate 
measurements of the garden and the exact position of the house 
within it, we begin to familiarise ourselves with the site and the 
discussion it prompts, is highly valuable.  Levels are taken and trees, 
buildings, doors and windows, telegraph poles, services and other 
fixed features are plotted, then transferred to the drawing board.  
This forms an accurate, scale plan of the site, without which the 
drawing  process cannot begin. 

‘Character’ notes about the existing garden are made, something you 
can do in your own garden, to help you plan what to do. 
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the seasons, we could not have created the flowing, grass terraces 
which form its heart. The thin skim of top-soil over chalk, previously 
the bane of the gardener’s life, now came into its own as the perfect 
soil structure to re-shape the land. A trio of machines, were used 
with the deftness, precision and delicacy of a surgeon’s knife, to 
shape and sculpt the land, which in turn, slowly began to wrap its 
arms, comfortably around the house.
And then came the rain!  Puddles quickly form and the ensuing 
quagmire is unworkable, so the machines must stop and the men go 
home – just the ‘ghost in the machine’, left patiently waiting for the 
sun to come out and work to begin again. 

NEXT EDITION: Building the rill and circular deck, electricity, laying 
the turf and the stars of the show – plants!
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This is the scale drawing the Landscaper will use to build the 
garden, by taking the dimensions from it and  marking them 
out on the ground, using a special type of spray paint. At this 
point tweaks and alterations are often implemented and the 
clients can begin to see how their garden will look
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 Removing the pond

Try to analyse the best places to sit for a morning coffee, a glass of 
wine in the evening, or hang the washing; where does the wind bite 
or the sun bake you?  Drainage, is there a soggy area as this might be 
the place for a naturalistic pond; or a sunny, free-draining slope ideal 
for lavender? And, very importantly, the views; those to hide, thereby 
often increasing your privacy and those to frame because they are 
beautiful.                                                                                                                                 

Letting Go of the Familiar
Clients can be nervous about 
change and here, there was a 
strong attachment to the crazy-
paved, goldfish pond, which 
represented money already 
spent, as well as family 
memories. But, there comes 
a point when ignoring the 

elephant in the room – or in this the case 
the fish - becomes too restrictive and a false economy. So the fish 
were happily re-housed and the pond removed.

Soil - As they rightly say, the answer is in the soil.
And it was a strong influence on the design and construction of this 
garden. Had the garden been on clay, which moves and heaves with 


