
STYLE
Coastal

SEASON OF INTEREST
Late spring to autumn

SIZE
Half an acre

SOIL TYPE
Sand over a clay base

Claire Austin and her husband Ric Kenwood love their 
new nursery on the Welsh borders – even though moving 

there involved relocating 100,000 plants
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t’s not often you can genuinely say 
that gardening is someone’s new 
rock ‘n’ roll, but it does seem 

entirely appropriate for Colin 
McKie. As a young man, Colin had 

trained in his local parks department, 
but left horticulture to become a 
bass player in a band. Although 

music lured him away from a steady 
career in gardening, he never lost his love of plants. 
“I had a really good training and I never lost that 
knowledge,” he explains. So 13 years ago when he 
and his wife Margaret moved to a seaside bungalow 
at Camber Sands in East Sussex, they were 
undaunted by a neglected garden that consisted 
mainly of rough grass, a few scrubby roses and a 
large area of poorly laid paving slabs that was near 
invisible because it was knee-high in weeds. 

It is probably fair to say that they didn’t realise 
quite how challenging the conditions would prove 

to be. The garden is tucked behind the sand dunes 
that fringe the five-mile-long beach and while the 
dunes do offer some protection from the very worst 
of the weather, they still have to contend with 
salt-laden winds that dump quantities of sand. 
“When we moved here we brought our favourite 
plants with us,” Margaret  recalls. “They survived 
for a while, but then the salt-laden wind and the 
winter gales took their toll and they died. Even with 
shelterbelts on the windward side, we have had to 
become realistic about what we can grow here � 
grasses do well and silver-leaved plants such as 
rosemary, santolina and artemisia. But we have to 
keep geraniums in the conservatory and annuals 
are a waste of time. We occasionally put the 
geraniums out for an airing, but we have to watch 
the weather and often have to dash out and rescue 
them when the wind gets up.” 

If this makes it all sound more blasted heath 
than profusion of plants, the reality is a 
spectacularly colourful seaside plot that proves 
creating the right habitat can help overcome the 
most unpromising conditions. It has been a 
gradual process � they couldn’t afford to lay out 
everything from the beginning � so the garden has 
evolved as and when they had suitable materials, 
many of which have been salvaged from the beach. 

Colin began the transformation by giving away 
the wonky paving slabs and then used the soil 
beneath them to build up the rear half [OF 
WHAT?]. Underneath the very sandy soil he found 
a layer of clay that had to be broken up before he 
could lay a membrane 15cm below the final ground 
level. This was covered with a mixture of shingle 
and manure and topped with deep shingle to 
guarantee good drainage. Using salvaged sea 
defences, he built two raised beds to separate the 
lawn from the shingle garden and planted the beds 
with hardy varieties that could cope with the 
conditions, such as Stachys byzantina, santolina, 
fennel and erigeron.

The view from 
the house 

towards the 
kerry 

ridgeway is 
idyllic from
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CREATE A SHINGLE GARDEN
  Plant shelterbelts on 
the windward side of 
the garden - 
griselinia, Viburnum 
tinus, sea-buckthorn 
and tamarisk are 
suitably tough 
customers
  Good ground 
preparation and 

enriching the shingle 
with manure or 
compost will give 
the plants a good 
start
  A membrane will 
help keep the weeds 
at bay while you 
establish the garden
  Choose your plants 

carefully - silver-
leaved plants, 
grasses and 
succulents all do 
well in shingle
  Beachcombing after 
stormy weather is a 
good source of 
driftwood and shells, 
but do not remove 

A short distance along the road at nearby 
Dungeness lies Derek Jarman’s celebrated garden. 
The couple acknowledge his eclectic mix of found 
objects and naturalistic planting has been a major 
inspiration. Over the years, early-morning walks 
with the dog have provided a rich source of fl otsam 
and jetsam and should Colin come upon something 
too large for him to lug home, he has been known to 
dig a trench and bury his treasure until he can 
return with some additional muscle. 

Wave-worn timbers of various heights - festooned 
with hag stones - punctuate the shingle, while 
smaller pieces of drift wood mixed with seashells 
radiate from their bases and carefully selected 
stones weave sinuously through the planting. In the 
early days Colin and Margaret planned the shingle 
garden, but they soon found that the plants had a 
mind of their own and would migrate to a preferred 
spot. The pastel pink Oenothera acaulis started off  
in the raised bed and then moved itself into the 
shingle where it thrives. “It’s one of those that won’t 
grow where you want it,” Colin says. “It chooses � and 
when a plant puts itself somewhere, I think it is 
making its own statement, so I create a setting for it. 
Then there are the types that just arrive � every year 
there seems to be something new and diff erent, 
which is lovely. Viper’s bugloss appears some years 
and then disappears again, while salsify arrived 
unexpectedly a couple of years ago.” Field poppies, 
horned poppies and sea kale all grow naturally in 

the area and will turn up, sometimes blown in by 
the wind and sometimes helped by Colin who 
gathers seed on his walks and scatters it in the 
garden.

About half of the plants put in by Colin and 
Margaret have remained in their original planting 
positions, including an architectural Yucca gloriosa 
that bears magnifi cent spikes of white fl owers, and 
a vivid magenta rose that would probably jar if it 
weren’t for the intensity of the seaside light. This is 
a plot where the gardeners have very happily ceded 
a degree of control to the natural world. Colin is a 
great believer in following Christopher Lloyd’s 
advice about tidying and maintenance. “He said 
that there is a time for everything but it seldom 
works like that, so just do something when you can. 
If the plant is healthy and growing strongly it will 
come back.” A relaxed approach that undoubtedly 
adds to the beauty and diversity of this fl ourishing 
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