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The garden of a 17th-century 
farmhouse has been transformed 

into a series of beautiful,  
colour-filled rooms, each with its 

own inspiring planting ideas
words by paula mcwaters    photographs by marianne majerus

eye for
design

Yellow Hemerocallis ‘Marion 
Vaughn’ provides bursts of 
colour in a border of graduated 
blue perennials, ranging from 
pale campanula, eryngium and 
agapanthus to tall mid-blue 
echinops and violet aconites
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STYLE 
Series of garden rooms in the 

Arts and Crafts tradition

SEASONS OF INTEREST 
All year round

SIZE 
Just under two acres

SOIL TYPE 
Heavy clay, enriched annually 

with mushroom compost



he long straight road that leads to Theobalds 
Farmhouse garden, in Crews Hill on the 

northern outskirts of London, is lined with one of the 
largest concentration of garden centres and nurseries 

in Europe. It’s a legacy of the market gardens that 
proliferated here until the 1970s, supplying vegetables, 

pot plants and flowers for the capital’s wholesale markets. 
This is prime growing country – London clay that 

yields great results. So when Alison Green moved 
here in 1999, she found she had inadvertently picked  

a perfect area in which to create a garden. After a career in 
publishing, she trained in garden design at Capel Manor College 
and then set out to consolidate her ideas at Theobalds.

Her aim was to create a garden of rooms, each with a different 
style, to offer visitors ideas they could take away. Theobalds is a 
substantial, elegant farmhouse that dates back to 1650 and, although 
there was little but a two-acre field around it when Alison arrived, 
she was determined to give the property the context it deserved. 

“As a designer I’m always working with balance and proportion,” 
she says. “There is a certain symmetry to the house, especially at 
the front where I’ve designed a knot garden, representative of the 
period in which it was built. Either side of the house I have made 
two gardens, which are the same size but totally dissimilar in 
style – one a parterre, the other a cottage garden.

“I found an image of a Celtic knot, painted it onto the ground 
using landscaping paint and, with the help of my gardener  
John Allwork, planted it up.” Alison grouped the little plants  

OPPOSITE, TOP Topiary forms 
complement the intricate box- 
hedge knot garden, inspired  
by a Celtic design, in front of 
the 17th-century farmhouse 
BELOW A decorative metal 
gate set in a neatly clipped  
yew arch opens onto a sea  
of fragrant lavender 

THIS PAGE, FROM TOP Hot 
colour fills a long border, with 
orange Helenium ‘Moerheim 
Beauty’ set off by purple Allium 
sphaerocephalon, mauve spires 
of salvia and crimson roses; 
Betula utilis var. jacquemontii 
‘Grayswood Ghost’ follow the 
curve of a grass earthwork spiral 

of Buxus sempervirens – traditionally used for the low hedging in 
knot gardens – into small, medium and large, so she could position 
each one strategically by height to help create the undulating 
nature of the interwoven knots. “It takes two or three years for  
the design to emerge as the hedges bulk up, but this method  
helps you define the knot shape more quickly,” she explains.

Further out from the house, Alison’s designs and planting are 
much looser and she thinks big, making very deep borders where 
she can play with colour. “Hard landscaping is expensive and not 
always good for the environment, so I want to demonstrate how 
well you can create a garden without it,” she says. Most areas 
(apart from around the house where dry paths are needed)  
have been created by marking the design on the ground with 
landscape paint, digging out the grass for the beds and putting  
a green hedge round it to create a garden room. 

Nearest to the house is just such an area – a magnificent blue 
border of delicate shades, threaded through with yellow and 
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white. It starts here with the large pale blue flowers of dwarf  
Iris reticulata ‘Katharine Hodgkin’ in early spring, followed  
by Pulmonaria ‘Blue Ensign’, then forget-me-nots and ‘Mount 
Everest’ alliums. By high summer, the stars are lemon-yellow 
Hemerocallis ‘Marion Vaughn’, blue Campanula lactiflora 
‘Prichard’s Variety’ and a host of echinops, eryngiums, centaurea 
and veronicastrums. “l wanted to prove that you really can keep  
a herbaceous border going for a long period,” Alison says. Later 
come some wonderful aconitums – almost grey ‘Stainless Steel’ 
and white ‘Albidum’ – plus long-flowering Salvia guaranitica. 

Round the corner from this and completely hidden from view  
is an equally stunning exotic border of rich oranges, yellows and 
reds. Dancing at the back are tall daisy-like Silphium perfoliatum 
and Rudbeckia laciniata ‘Herbstsonne’, while further forward 
Alison has used Helenium ‘Moerheim Beauty’ – reliable and easy 
to grow – alongside Allium sphaerocephalon and rich orange 
Hemerocallis fulva ‘Flore Pleno’ and scarlet ‘Stafford’ with cannas 
and dahlias. Prunus serrula has been planted for its burnished 
bronze bark with columns of hornbeam in between. 

A stunning feature on the main lawn is a landform spiral, which 
Alison designed following the golden section – a mathematical 
ratio that recurs in nature, giving a balanced and harmonious 
composition. “It is very precisely calculated and, as we had a  
lot of soil left over from levelling elsewhere, this was a good way  
to avoid the expense of moving it off-site,” she says. Behind it is  
a line of ‘Grayswood Ghost’ birches, their pale glistening white 
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1  
A narrow strip 

of setts or 
bricks provides 

a dry path in 
grass to push a 
wheelbarrow 

along 

2  
Three new 

railway sleepers 
create a simple 
and relatively 

inexpensive set 
of steps between 
levels in the lawn

3  
A Cretan pot 

becomes a focal 
point in a dense 
mixed planting  

THREE 
CLEVER 
DESIGN  
IDEAS

trunks intended to be like pillars, creating picture windows to 
frame the view of the lawn. 

Alison takes inspiration from many sources. In the early days 
she read Penelope Hobhouse and Rosemary Verey. Later, she fell 
for the colouring of Monty Don’s jewel garden and has made an 
enclosed Italianate area, quite separate from the rest of the plot, 
where she can indulge a rich palette of amethyst, ruby, gold, garnet 
and lime green, all backed by dark purple-leaved shrubs for 
dramatic effect. Alstroemeria ‘Inca Exotica’ is a reliable favourite 
here, still going strong after 13 years, along with the bell-shaped 
blooms of Campanula lactiflora ‘Prichard’s Variety’.

An existing drainage ditch at the lower end of the site was 
turned to advantage by making it into water gardens – a large 
swimming pond and, further down, a wildlife pond edged with 
purple loosestrife and dramatic gunnera, a stream and a tiny 
waterfall. It’s a relaxing place to while away a sunny afternoon  
and the addition of the magnificent pink waterlily ‘Darwin’ gives 
this lower pond a Monet quality. 

Alison always has plans for further development of the garden 
and setbacks don’t deter her. Recently, box blight has hit the 
Buxus microphylla ‘Faulkner’ parterre she planted to the west 
side of the house, so that has been dug up and burnt to avoid the 
virus spreading to the box knots at the front. A gravel garden is 
planned in its place. “Sometimes, you have to just bite the bullet 
and make a big, sweeping change,” she says. “Look upon it as  
an opportunity to make something new.”

 Theobalds Farmhouse is open to visitors by appointment 
only. Contact Alison at alison.g.green@talk21.com for details. 

 Enjoy garden features, interiors inspiration, rural issues 
and more in CL’s free weekly newsletter. To sign up, go to 
countryliving.co.uk/newsletter. 

THIS PAGE, CLOCKWISE 
FROM LEFT In the Italianate 
garden, rich jewel-like shades 
feature in the lush planting, 
arranged in raised, stone-walled 
beds above a formal fountain;  
a weeping willow overhangs 
the waterlily pond, reminiscent 
of Monet’s Giverny; the view 
across the natural swimming 
pond to chairs on the terrace 

OPPOSITE, TOP Pretty pastel 
tones of Alstroemeria ‘Inca 
Exotica’ stand out against the 
pale blue bells of campanula 
and dark spires of salvia in  
an exuberantly planted border 
BOTTOM LEFT The small 
summerhouse looks out onto 
beds filled with branching 
stems of Verbena bonariensis 
and deep blue aconite
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