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Ian Kitson FSGD and Julie Toll FSGD created 
a ‘food garden’ at Jordans Mill that blends 
the agricultural and ornamental

The new ‘food garden’ at Jordans Mill in 
Bedfordshire, which mixes field crops 

with garden produce and flowers 

Ian Kitson FSGD and Julie Toll FSGD created 

THE GRAIN

WORDS: Jane Perrone 
PHOTOGRAPHS: Marianne Majerus
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THE GRAIN
AGAINST 



ABOVE The garden 
features blocks of 
planting inspired by 
field patterns, and 
runs alongside the mill 
stream BELOW 
Curving paths shape 
the beds of cereals, 
ornamental shrubs 
and flowers, fruit and 
kitchen garden crops
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I n the past decade or two, designers 
have embraced the use of ornamental 
grasses, but not many have tried 
mixing Calamagrostis and Carex with 

the cereal grasses we’re more used to seeing 
planted en masse in fields. Few of us could 
probably even tell the difference between 
oats, spelt and rye, but Bill Jordan, the 
co-founder of Jordans Cereals, wanted to 
create a garden to change that. 

The Jordan family have lived at Holme 
Mills, Biggleswade in Bedfordshire for 150 
years, but there has been a watermill on 
the site since the Domesday book. The 
f lour mill hasn’t been productive since the 
1970s, so they came up with the idea of 
setting up a visitor centre, cafe and gardens 
on the site. “East Anglia is the cereal bowl 
of the UK: we grow good cereals because 
the ground is light here,” Jordan explains. 
“People drive past huge fields of grain 
here but you don’t get up close to cereal so 
people can’t see just how attractive these 
grains look.”

Cereal thriller
So the brief was a public garden that 
would allow visitors to get up close to 
food crops and showcase the history and 
legacy of the Jordans Cereals brand. Jordans 
commissioned Julie Toll FSGD and Ian 
Kitson FSGD to design the garden in October 
2012, selecting the design duo for their joint 
skills, geographical proximity to the site 
and their history of award-winning garden 
designs – plus Julie Toll had already designed 
a garden for Pensthorpe Natural Park in 
Norfolk, which is owned by Jordan and his 
wife Deb, a few years previously. 

“I think they had in their mind Villandry, 
the French vegetable garden, but we had no 
intention of doing that,” says Toll. Instead 
they proposed the idea of mixing the 
agricultural and the ornamental in a way 
that echoed the makeup of the Bedfordshire 
landscape surrounding Jordans Mill. The 
site is nestled in a curve of the River Ivel, 

a tributary of the Ouse. Toll and Kitson 
carried out research into ancient field 
layouts in Bedfordshire to inform their 
design, condensing the patterns they found 
down to what they describe as “hedge-
enclosed garden compartments” arranged 
around the organising principle of a winding 
path of bound resin that echoes the twists 
and turns of the Ivel. 

Kitson and Toll collaborate on roughly 
60% of their projects and work solo the rest 
of the time, allowing them the f lexibility 
to work with individual clients as well as 
the advantages of pooling their talents for 
certain projects. “We tend to brainstorm 
the design together, and then Ian carries on 
and does the detailed development of the 
plan and I’m the one that picks up on the 
planting,” says Toll.

Despite its rural location, the garden’s 
design and construction provided a 
challenge for Toll and Kitson. The area’s 
history of milling meant that the soil 
was contaminated with diesel and other 
chemicals, and parts of the plot were clothed 
in concrete. Having considered the option of 
decontaminating the site, they opted instead 
for the more economical option of capping 
the car park, installing a new drainage 
system and creating raised beds to grow in 
with imported topsoil; in effect it’s a cleverly 
disguised roof garden. 

The contaminated ground was capped 
with permeable membrane, then a four-
inch rubble drainage layer, then another 
membrane over that, followed by topsoil. 

Ian Kitson 
FSGD 
has been practising as 
a London-based garden 
designer and landscape 
architect for more than 
30 years, working on 
both public and private 
projects throughout the 
UK, as well as Europe 
and the Caribbean. He 
is perhaps best known 
for Follers Manor in 
Sussex, which won three 
SGD Awards.  
iankitson.com

Julie Toll FSGD 
has been designing 
gardens in the UK and 
abroad since 1982. She 
trained at Pershore 
College of Horticulture, 
specialising in trees and 
shrubs, before studying 
to become a garden 
designer at the English 
Gardening School. She 
has won seven Gold and 
two Silver medals as well 
as Best in Show at RHS 
Chelsea and is a past 
Chair of the SGD.  
www.julietoll.co.uk

“GARDEN COMPARTMENTS 
ARRANGED AROUND THE 
ORGANISING PRINCIPLE OF 
A WINDING PATH OF BOUND 
RESIN ECHO THE TWISTS AND 
TURNS OF THE RIVER IVEL” 
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GARDEN PLAN

1.   Arable crops: raised 
island beds of spelt, 
legumes, rye and 
brassicas grown in 
rotation, surrounded by 
perennial meadows

2.   Field crops: alliums 
grown in a three-year 
rotation with oats 
and potatoes

3.   Field margins 
Conservation Grade: 
habitats for wildlife

4.   Norfolk Four Course 
System: growing food, 
fodder and grazing 
crops like wheat, 
barley, clover and 
root vegetables on a 
four-year rotation

5.  Flower-rich meadows

6.   Orchard: fruit trees in 
annual flower meadow

7.  Salad beds
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The garden gently rises to the middle, with 
soil depths ranging from 40cm to 1m. That 
limited soil depth necessitated careful 
choices of plants, and the exclusion of large, 
mature trees. The key, believes Kitson, was 
careful planning of the subsoil specification 
to avoid problems such as waterlogging. 

There are a total of 10 planting zones in 
the garden, enclosed and divided by hedging; 
as well as the stands of cereal crops, there 
is a mini-meadow of perennials, including 
Rudbeckias, Heleniums, Hemerocallis and 
Deschampsia, a herb garden, a soft fruit area, 
a small orchard of locally-bred Laxton’s 
apples and Old Warden pears set in a long 
grass meadow, and beds for vegetables 
constructed bespoke from corten steel – a 
nod to the site’s industrial past, but they are 
also extremely durable. 

Although the veg beds help highlight 
the area’s history of market gardening, the 
crops are also harvested as ingredients to 
be used in the visitor centre’s cafe, with the 
excess sold to the public. Kitson describes 
the finished result as almost like a garden 
festival, where visitors go on a journey of 
discovery, learning about everything from 
crop rotation under the Norfolk Four 

Course System to set-aside farming.
The planting along the banks of the actual 

river, which passes to one side of the garden, 
necessitated species that could cope with 
regular f looding, such as Primula f lorindae 
(giant cowslip), Asclepias incarnata (swamp 
milkweed), Astilbe chinensis var. taquetii 
‘Purpurlanze’, Filipendula purpurea (meadow 
sweet) and Ligularia ‘The Rocket’. Outside 
the formal gardens, a f lower meadow was 
established by sowing the area with a seed 
mix tailored to the poor soil of the area, the 
Emorsgate EM4 meadow mixture for clay.

Practical planting
Jordans Mill gardens are a great example of 
Toll’s skills as “a mistress of the black art of 
planting”, as Kitson puts it. There is an artful 
ambiguity to Toll’s planting design; placing 
ornamental grasses next to arable crops 
and while hornbeam, hawthorn and other 
natives make up the hedges around the edges 
of the gardens, more formal, garden-like 
yew hedges divide the sections within the 
garden. There is also a practical aspect to the 
mixing of cereal crop and ornamental grass, 
because as Toll points out, “the cereal has 
to be cut at a certain time, but the beauty of 

ABOVE LEFT Apple 
trees have been 
planted in the 
wildflower patch 
ABOVE RIGHT Corten 
steel raised beds 
contain lettuces and 
herbs for the cafe 
BELOW The cafe seen 
through the ‘field of 
rye’ raised beds 
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the ornamental grasses remains so you have 
all-year-round interest.”

One of Jordans’ other aims for the garden 
was to show how its Cereals’ Conservation 
Grade (www.conservationgrade.org) 
approach means its contracted farmers 
manage a tenth of their land as wildlife 
habitats, so the garden is full of pollinator-
friendly plants, there are verges planted 
with native wildf lowers, and an area 
known as ‘The Uncultivated Corner’, 
designed to be a haven for insects and 
small mammals.

Since the project was completed in 

December 2013, the garden has gone 
from strength to strength. It is managed 
day to day by Jenny Osborne and Debbie 
Searle, who started as volunteers at the 
garden, but are now employed as joint 
head gardeners, assisted by a team of 
eight volunteers. 

“The ethos of the Mill Gardens has not 
changed dramatically since we opened 
to the public just over three years ago,” 
says Bill Jordan, “but what we are doing is 
introducing more educational elements 
including a medicinal seed bed, following 
on from the success of our edible seed bed in 
2016. We work closely with local hazel and 
willow growers Wassledine, who provide 
wonderful structures on which to grow 
various vegetables.”

For the designers, it is gratifying to see 
how their innovative scheme has come to 
fruition and been embraced. As Toll puts 
it, “Jordans were quite nervous, because 
nobody had really done that before, but 
they slowly bought into it, and now they 
love it, of course.” 

ABOVE Scabiosa 
‘Butterfly Blue’ adds 

summer colour by the 
Chico seating on the 

terrace, beside the 
‘field of oats’ BELOW 

Stipa gigantea is 
cleverly underplanted 

with common oats, 
Avena sativa

Jordans Mill 
Tel: 01767 603940  
jordansmill.com

Landscape management 
Gavin Jones, Surrey  
Tel: 01932 833833  
gavinjones.co.uk

Bricks 
Coleford Brick & Tile, 
Gloucestershire  
Tel: 01594 822160   
colefordbrick.co.uk

Granite setts 
Hardscape, London  
Tel: 020 7099 2500  
hardscape.co.uk

Hedging
Nicholsons, Oxfordshire  
Tel: 01869 340342 
nicholsonsgb.com

Plants 
Rochfords, Hertfordshire  
Tel: 01707 261370  
rochfords.net 
Orchard Dene, Oxfordshire  
Tel: 01491 575075 
orcharddene.co.uk

Corten steel planters 
Paneltech, East Sussex  
Tel: 01424 870111  
steelforgardens.co.uk 

WHO’S WHO

“THE ETHOS HAS NOT 
CHANGED DRAMATICALLY, 
BUT WE ARE INTRODUCING 
MORE EDUCATIONAL 
ELEMENTS INCLUDING A 
MEDICINAL SEED BED”


