
Keep on keeping on
Great Martins, Berkshire

George Plumptre is impressed by this bold new garden, 
which includes a magnificent summer border  

that will flower into late October
Photographs by Marianne Majerus
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T here is something both fascinat-
ing and invigorating about visit- 
ing a large garden that has been 
created very recently to a high 

spec over a period of a few years. It’s so 
different to the way that many of us garden. 
I only have to think of the garden created by 
my mother over a period of nearly 50 years: 
hesitantly at first, as she was unknowledge-
able, unsure of herself and unfamiliar with 
the garden she had inherited and more con-
fidently later, as she grew in plantsmanship 
and familiarity with its different areas.

For centuries, however, outstanding gar-
dens have been commissioned and swiftly 
created to an immediate plan, from the 15th-
century Italian renaissance to the edwardian 

examples of early-20th-century england. That 
of Great Martins in Berkshire, extending to 
20 acres and created since 2014 to designs 
by Matt Keightley, is in this tradition. To a plan 
that included impressive hard landscaping 
balanced with sensitive retention and a sat-
isfying sense of integration, Mr Keightley 
has skilfully mastered an ambitious brief. 

Standing as I did a few weeks ago, admir-
ing the hot Border—which, at almost 330ft 
long and 13ft deep, is of truly edwardian 
proportions—it’s deeply impressive that 
such strongly established and integrated 
plant associations can have been achieved 
on such a large scale so quickly.

Therein lies the sub-plot of this article. 
Imagine being a callow 26 year old and 
arriving to take up the post of head gar-
dener, exactly as Tom Bream did at Great 
Martins in December 2016, and being told 
that your first task was the planting out  
and early maintenance of this gargantuan 
border. his only brief was ‘colour from May 
to October, no shrubs (bar a few cornus 
towards the back) and no grasses’.

Preceding pages: The Hot Border is a stupendous 330ft long and 13ft deep, with 1,500 plants Above: A blend of natural and clipped shapes

In at the deep end
Within weeks of arriving as head gar-
dener at Great Martins, Tom Bream was 
given Matt Keightley’s detailed scale 
plan of the Hot Border, plus a selection 
of contacts for ordering the plants and 
‘left to get on with it’. As he says: ‘It was 
immediately clear that logistics were 
going to be the greatest challenge—
which plants were coming when and 
whether their arrival would fit into the 
planting schedule.’

There wasn’t time to set out all the 
plants in pots, as they were being deli-
vered in batches and the project had to 
be completed within a window from early 
March, when planting started, to the end 

of April, when it needed to be finished, 
so that the rest of the garden could get 
the necessary attention.

Structural plants, such as Euphorbia 
mellifera, went in first, then the border 
was steadily planted up in 30ft sections, 
divided by obelisks for training climbers.

Once planting was complete, the next 
stage was to monitor what did and didn’t 
do well in the conditions, so Tom has 
made detailed notes through the flower-
ing season that will inform his winter work 
of dividing, replanting and replacing.

Elsewhere, one of the biggest chal-
lenges was taking on an array of newly 
planted mature specimens, including 
16ft trees and yew topiary. For two years, 

they needed extra care and attention to 
ensure they settled in and didn’t become 
a succession of expensive casualties.

Another major challenge was to man-
age the acres of new meadow towards 
a system of weed-free permanence. 
Years as horse paddocks meant that 
perennial weeds were endemic and the 
new regime got rid of them, but relying 
on annual seeding has introduced a new 
problem with vigorous annual weeds. 

These need to be got rid of in a sus-
tainable fashion before the meadows can 
be moved to the planned long-term regime 
of perennial planting with spring bulbs 
to introduce a succession of seasonal 
perennial highlights.

Above left: Echinacea Tiki Torch. Above right: Clematis Madame Julia Correvon. Below: 
Bright yellow roses set off the neatly clipped yew hedges and shapes in the parterre
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your first task was the 

planting out of this 
gargantuan border  
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of the various expanses of meadow garden 
is another. The previous owner of the house 
was interested in horses, rather than garden-
ing, and the meadows on either side of the 
new main drive were paddocks. Now, the 
ground is sown annually with a seed mix 
that gives constant scatterings of wild-
flowers from early summer, with drifts  
of warm-yellow Coreopsis verticillata pro-
viding a last flourish into the autumn.

At Great Martins, you’re constantly 
reminded that a key benefit of laying out  
a garden to a meticulous master plan is 
ensuring attention to detail. This is exem-
plified along the new main drive that 
divides the areas of meadow. The drive used 
to skirt round the perimeter of the garden, 
but now it sweeps through the middle, 
boldly integrated and creating a series  
of Brownian ‘reveals’ to visitors as they 
progress towards the house.

Mr Bream confirms that the planting  
on both sides was planned precisely: ‘It’s  
a combination of small-leaved limes and 
Prunus Accolade, underplanted with a suc-
cession of narcissus, camassias and then 
alliums, in a neat strip along the metal rail-
ings, devised to give a feeling of orna- 
mental parkland.’

The attention to detail also greatly helped 
Mr Bream master his brief in the short  
window he had after his arrival and before 

Acer palmatum Garnet in the woodland garden, which is planted with Japanese 
azaleas and rhododendrons as well as ferns, brunnera, hostas and epimediums

The result is a well-ordered community 
of 1,500 plants with successive highlights 
from June through into late October and  
a zenith as summer passes into autumn. 
June roses and peonies are followed by pink 
coneflowers, salvias and kniphofias, as well 
as one of Mr Bream’s particular favourites, 
Macleaya Spetchley ruby.

Borders of similar stately proportions that 
adorned many edwardian gardens would 
be expected to continue flowering well into 
the autumn, but, for decades after the 
Second World War, late-flowering perennials 
of the type championed by Gertrude Jekyll 
in her books went out of fashion. Now, how-
ever, they’re happily à la mode again and 
are exemplified in the plant associations 
devised by Mr Bream and designer Matt 
Keightley—such as Dahlia David howard 
or Karma Choc with Helianthus Lemon 
Queen, Echinacea Tiki Torch and Salvia 
Amistad—which sustain the border with 
verve well into autumn.

If the hot Border is one late-summer 
highlight at Great Martins, the late flourish 
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the designer, Mr Keightley and the land-
scapers left the site. Trained at Writtle 
University College and then Wisley for the 
rhS’s two-year diploma, Mr Bream arrived 
at Great Martins 1½ years later. As he  
says, being given the freedom to manage 
the garden in his own way was both ‘thrill-
ing and a huge responsibility. The expect- 
ation is that the garden will always be look-
ing tip-top, and managing this as well  
as vast quantities of new planting was  
a massive challenge’.

If late-flowering perennials in the hot 
Border have made a return to favour at Great 
Martins, so, too, have some other favourites 

The perennial meadows have been created out of what were once paddocks and are now sown each year with a wildflower-seed mix, 
pleasing the resident bees. In late summer, the grass is dominated by the warm yellows of rudbeckia and tickseed, Coreopsis verticilliata

of Victorian and edwardian gardens that 
have been widely banished: rhododendrons 
and azaleas. In undulating ground between 
the newly landscaped lake and boundary 
woodland beyond, Mr Bream was once again 
given a free hand in what he describes as 
his ‘fun project’. Paths wind between curv-
ing beds of different rhododendrons with 
deciduous and Japanese azaleas in front, 
Japanese acers mixed in and low curving 
edges of ferns, epimediums, hostas and 
brunneras. Wherever you are, the Great 
Martins garden is constantly impressive, 
whether it’s the great sweep of main lawn 
with the hot Border along one side, the 

parterre in front of the house with aerial 
hornbeams and overlooked by broad balus-
traded terraces or the kitchen garden, with 
its immaculate pattern of wooden raised 
beds, apple tunnels and clipped Trachelo-
spermum jasminoides on arches. 

however, Mr Bream’s great strength is 
that he’s clearly not overawed by it all—his 
combination of enthusiasm, organisation 
and plantsmanship has kept him firmly on 
top of the responsibility and ensure that  
Mr Keightley’s vision has been incubated 
with skill and confidence.
George Plumptre is chief executive of the 
National Gardens Scheme


