
In the land that 
‘fattens purses’

Yews Farm, Martock, Somerset

George Plumptre discovers unexpected 
treats in a village farm garden that mixes 

stylish structure with cottage-garden 
laissez-faire
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I ALwAys approach a visit to the garden 
of a house in a village with increased 
anticipation. This is because you 
never know what lies concealed behind 

a façade facing onto a street. In the case  
of yews Farm, my curiosity was further 
heightened by the fact that you don’t expect 
to find a farm in the middle of a village.

For centuries, farming was the basis of 
Martock’s prosperity, with two major crops 
being flax and the famous—but now rare—
local broad bean, the Martock bean. Rich 
clay-loam soil on the fringes of the somerset 
Levels produced such fertility that, in the 1630s, 
Robert Gerard wrote that Martock was ‘seated 
in the fattest place of the Earth of this 
Countie, especially for errable, which makes 
ye inhabitants soe fatt in their purses’.

A number of Martock’s handsome and 
varied ham-stone houses date from this 
period of prosperity and the village offers 
many enjoyable surprises, of which yews Farm 
is one. Originally a cottage, it has grown 
organically and now presents a long, warm, 
stone façade to the road. More than a hint 
of what is to come can be gleaned from the 
front garden, where a bank of cloud-clipped 
box sits beneath an immaculate aerial horn-
beam hedge broken by enormous yew pillars 
on either side of the entrance path.

The main garden is reached through the 
house and you quickly realise that, although 
there are still remnants of the old farmyard 
that Fergus and Louise Dowding inherited 
nearly 25 years ago, what has grown up in 
its place is a wonderfully personal garden that 
embodies the enthusiasms of its owners. First 
and foremost is a joint passion for evergreen 
shapes. whatever the season, yew hedges and 
box are clipped into various shapes, present-
ing either reassuring structure and form in 
winter or a lighter summer background for 
a rich melee of annual and perennial planting. 
In some parts of the garden, clipped-box 
hedges partner brilliantly with low espaliered 
apple trees to form suitable, enclosing edging 
around Mr Dowding’s prized vegetable plots.

The most exhilarating characteristic of the 
evergreens, however, is their variety; a quartet 

‘The informality 
disguises skilful  
and passionate 

plantsmanship ’ 

Preceding pages: Yews Farm. Left: In 
summer, what was the tractor park is 
transformed into a frothing meadow of 
Ligusticum lucidum with purple spikes 
of Linaria purpurea
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of neat box pillars around a venerable 
spreading pear tree make a satisfyingly 
symmetrical centre point for the area in front 
of the house where the surrounding lawns 
and grass paths meet. Quite different in char-
acter is the billowing mass of cloud-clipped 
box beneath a row of bay trees with their 
canopies clipped into low domes. 

Nearby, an old bay tree has been trimmed 
into a huge drum and a tall yew hedge is topped 
with glorious topiary birds in the early stage 
of creation; currently, as the yew is thickening, 
they are allowed fantastically long tails that, 
no doubt, will be snipped into orderliness.

To one side of the main garden, a line  
of crataegus—Crataegus prunifolia and 
C. lavallei—screen the former farmyard’s 
tractor park, where the ground is compacted. 

In winter, it’s bare; in summer, it’s transformed 
into a frothy meadow of the umbellifer 
Ligusticum lucidum, mixing with Eryn-
gium Miss willmott’s Ghost and shot through 
with purple flashes of Linaria purpurea.

The abundantly informal effect of this mixed 
planting characterises much of the garden 
in the summer. It gives a deceptive impress-
ion of plants growing in an uncontrolled 
manner, but, in fact, it disguises skilful and 
passionate plantsmanship that produces 
well-matched plant associations and deft 
touches, such as the group in one border  
of Digitalis parviflora Milk Chocolate with 
Iris Kent Pride and Eryngium agavifolium, 
with perennial wallflowers nearby.

In the top area close to Mr Dowding’s 
vegetable garden, Mrs Dowding has planned 

a succession of plants that changes through 
the seasons, from narcissus to alliums and 
hardy geraniums, then dahlias. The miscellany 
of pots on the terrace is similarly planned, 
with striped tulips being followed by hostas, 
purple-leafed aeoniums, agapanthus and 
more dahlias. The terrace provides the perfect 
vantage point across the garden and, for many 
weeks, from early summer through into the 
autumn, the view emphasises that the garden’s 
great quality is its heterogeneity. The hedges 
and topiary, the fruit and ornamental trees, 
the vegetable garden, mixed borders and 
lawns aren’t separated into different areas— 
rather, they present one engaging whole.

One last area is separated from the main 
garden by part of the old farmyard, which 

retains its hard surface and is used for pro-
pagation and plant storage. On the far side 
is the Dowdings’ orchard, where a mixture 
of old, local dessert- and cider-apple varieties 
perpetuate another of somerset’s great farm-
ing traditions. It is far from merely orna- 
mental as, every year, they produce and sell 
bottles of cider, apple juice and vinegar. 

Mr Dowding is intrigued by how the 
island of Jersey’s monopoly of the cider 
trade from the mid 19th century to the 
1930s means that many varieties are called 
‘… Jersey’. However, he’s much keener on 
the local origins of most of the varieties he 
grows: Chisel Jersey hails from Chisel- 
borough about four miles away; Coat Jersey 
and stembridge Clusters even closer, both 

The pots on the terrace are planted to give non-stop colour, with striped tulips followed by hostas, aeoniums, agapanthus and dahlias

Above: Mixed planting in the cottage-garden borders: Rosa Kent, Rosa The Fairy  
and Linaria purpurea. Below: Fergus Dowding’s prized vegetable plot, with lettuces, 
carrots, courgettes and sunflowers

Box disease
Given the disease issues that challenge 
box, you might be surprised to see it 
being used so widely at Yews Farm. Louise 
Dowding believes that regular spraying 
with organic neem oil is a major help 
against Blight, which causes bare patches 
and dieback, as the oil coats the fungus 
and allows the new growth to appear 
undamaged. Also essential is keeping 
tools sharp and clean. You can help plants 
resist attacks by providing good airflow 
and watering at the roots. Attacks by Box 
tree Caterpillar Moth, which can completely 
defoliate plants, have also been increasing.  
For more information on both problems 
visit www.rhs.org.uk

from villages about one mile away. The 
orchard seems to emphasise that, although 
the garden of yews Farm is the Dowdings’ 
vibrantly young creation, they have always 
been careful not to lose sight of the long-
established farming practices that were 
responsible for their home and for the past 
prosperity of the Martock area. 

The Martock bean is grown and, in summer, 
there are pigs fattening in the yard along-
side the resident hens and visitors are offered 
a glass of homemade cider. It’s a menagerie 
that cannot fail to delight.
The garden of Yews Farm opens for pre-
arranged groups (01935 822202)
George Plumptre is chief executive of the 
National Garden Scheme


