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Pleached trees and charred 
wood are striking features 

of the tiny garden

Wilson McWilliam used bespoke features 
to transform an unloved courtyard into 
a glamorous garden and gallery
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Wilson McWilliam used bespoke features 
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REAR GARDEN 
MASTERPLAN

1.    Bespoke tree grilles

2.    Pleached Carpinus betulus
3.    Black basalt paving

4.    Down lighters

5.    Lightwells

6.    Brick walls, painted white

7.    Bulkhead lights in concealed 
storage units

8.    Side hung doors hiding 
concealed storage

9.    Charred larch with brass inlays

10.  Medite Tricoya backing board

11.  Treated softwood frame

12.  LED uplighters

13.  Recessed manhole cover for access 
to sump pump chamber

14.  External tap

15.  ACO black plastic grate channel 
with silt trap
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Wilson 
McWilliam Studio 
Andrew Wilson FSGD 
and Pre-Registered Member 
Gavin McWilliam are 
based in London but work 
across the south-east and 
internationally. Wilson is 
a founding director of the 
London College of Garden 
Design and an RHS judge. 
McWilliam originally 
studied fine art and is a 
Chartered Member of the 
Landscape Institute. 
www.wmstudio.co.uk 
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W hen clients become 
repeat customers, 
you know you are 
doing something 

right. Designers Gavin McWilliam 
and Andrew Wilson FSGD, who work 
together as practice Wilson McWilliam, 
were therefore delighted to be contacted 
by a previous client to work on a 
challenging new project. A basement 
excavation was planned for under the 
garden of the family’s London home, and 
they wanted to take the opportunity to 
create a contemporary outdoor space for 
entertaining, dining and relaxing, and 
the display of artwork. 

The existing small rear courtyard 
covered about 55m2. It was overlooked 
by neighbours and enclosed by brick 
walls, fencing and trellis. The planting 
was poor, as was the paving. It needed 
a total overhaul. “The client is an arts 
curator, and that formed a big part of the 
brief,” says McWilliam. “Although it is a 

family home, they also host art events 
for up to 80 people in the back garden, 
so that is what drove the functionality of 
the design. We had to make it a space that 
could accommodate as many people as 
possible, but was still interesting to be in.” 

Difficulties that were immediately 
apparent included the fact that the 
property is Grade II-listed and within 
a conservation area. Like so many city 
properties, there was no direct access to 
the garden, so all materials would have 
to be brought through the house. With 
the new basement extension, the rear 
garden would have to be developed as a 
roof terrace construction, and everyone 
would be on-site at once for the build, 
with very little working room, so close 
collaboration would be necessary. 

In response to the brief the duo 
designed a minimalist space, using 
strata cell units to stabilise the ground 
above the basement, and creating a 
screening frame of pleached trees 
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ABOVE The existing 
brick walls were 
painted with Little 
Greene masonry 
paint. BOSE outdoor 
speakers are mounted 
in the corners, hidden 
behind the pleached 
hornbeams

REAR GARDEN 
SECTION

1.    ACO grate drain

2.    Land drain feeding to 
access chamber with 
pump

3.    50mm layer of 14mm 
black basalt aggregate

4.    Bespoke tree grilles

5.    Black basalt paving 
with 7mm joints

6.    30mm bedding layer

7.    100mm reinforced 
concrete slab

8.    Underground guying 
for trees

9.    Strata cell units, 
backfilled with blended 
loam

10.  140mm insulation by 
architect

11.  Pleached Carpinus 
betulus
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that contrast with the sleek dark paving 
and the wall of charred wood, blackened 
using a method from Japan called Shou 
Sugi Ban. “For our RHS Chelsea 2014 
garden, we had charred oak walls, and 
we liked that finish,” says McWilliam. 
“It gives a different depth than paint – 
a patina, almost like an iridescent sheen, 
which picks up the wood grain. We 
wanted to do something glamorous on 
this project, and so we were happy to 
use dark finishes together. This time we 
used European larch, to get more depth 
in the crackling.” 

The wall appears to be the boundary 
of the garden, but is in fact mounted on 
Tricoya weatherproof MDF board, and 
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hides a secret storage compartment – 
behind is 400mm of space, which holds 
the garden’s irrigation equipment and 
drainage system. The larch sections are 
not straight but cut to unique angles, and 
fit together like a jigsaw. Many of them 
feature inset brass strips, which catch 
the eye in that dark expanse. “We like 
to include these little incidental details 
that lift a scheme, and give it something 
special,” says McWilliam. “It is a relatively 
low-cost idea, but it makes you look at 
the boundary in a different way.”

Art and craftsmen
The specialist charred wood companies 
were only able to supply standard widths, 
but Wilson and McWilliam wanted to 
be able to run through their specially 
designed pattern, so the carpenter for 
contractor Landscape Associates said 
he could do it all, and charred the wood 
in place. “It all had to be risk assessed, 
with a fire extinguisher on hand, and 
someone watching, but in the end 
they were happy that it was a managed 

ABOVE The front 
garden was 
also completely 
redesigned, with a 
storage area down 
the basement steps 
and a large bespoke 
planter designed as 
a focal point

“NOT EVERY CLIENT 
BUYS INTO OUR 
CREATIVE WAY OF 
THINKING, BUT IT’S 
GREAT WHEN THEY DO”

UK DESIGN

process that could be carried out in situ.”
The other notable artistic features 

in the garden are the bespoke tree 
grilles, made by artist Tom Price. 
“He was commissioned through the 
client, and we met with him to explain 
the parameters, that we were doing 
everything on a 900mm grid and so on. 
We gave him the frame dimensions and 
he made a number of individual designs 
in cast bronze. At night, the grilles are 
down-lit from the trees, giving an effect 
like moonlight.”

These sorts of bespoke pieces are 
a calling card of the pair’s projects. 
“Andrew and I are both naturally visually 
inquisitive and we’re always looking for 
new ways to do things. Not every client 
buys into our creative way of thinking, 
but it’s great when they do.” Who does 
what on projects, I ask – do they each 
play to their strengths? “It’s a true design 
partnership,” McWilliam explains. “We 
take the brief together, we do all the 
creative work together, and we make the 
decisions together.” 
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FRONT GARDEN 
MASTERPLAN

1.    Low brick wall with brick on edge 
coping

2.    Existing black metal railing, restored

3.    Recessed manhole cover for mains 
interceptor drain

4.    Instant yew hedge, 1.8m high

5.    Bin store in slatted western 
red cedar unit

6.    Recessed manhole cover

7.    Bespoke Corten steel planter

8.    Yorkstone coping to wall

9.    Slatted cedar panel work

10.  Bronze grate 

11.  Slatted cedar cladding and doors 
to bike store and air con

12.  New black metal railings to match 
original period detail

13.  New handrail to match original 
period detail

14.  Yorkstone paving

15.  Multi-stemmed Crataegus prunifolia
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FRONT GARDEN 
SECTION

1.    Existing retaining wall with new 
Yorkstone capping

2.    New black metal railing to match 
period detail

3.    Bespoke Corten planter

4.    Concrete slab

5.    Storage area

6.    New retaining wall

7.    Multi-stem Crataegus prunifolia
8.    Existing pavement

9.    Yorkstone paving

10.  150mm concrete slab on 
well-compacted MOT Type1

11.  Cedar clad doors to storage area

12.  Grating connected to existing 
drain run

13.  Concrete base to storage area

14.  Drainage backing board to rear 
of retaining wall

15.  Existing retaining wall with new 
Yorkstone capping

16.  Bin store

17.  New low retaining wall

18.  Instant yew hedge

19.  New low brickwork wall

20.  Yorkstone coping

21.  Black metal railing, restored
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Their process, he says, is both 
progressive and “old school”. “Andrew 
and I love drawing with pencils – all our 
initial concept work is done by hand, 
and then we take it back into CAD – 
CAD is just a tool for us. We also like to 
make little models and maquettes. For 
example, we designed three options for a 
large bespoke planter for this project, and 
when we do this sort of work it is useful 
to have a physical model in front of us, so 
we can see all the angles.” 

Outside installation
The chosen planter design was made 
up in Corten steel, and acts as the 
focal point and a striking sculptural 
element within the front garden – the 
more challenging of the two spaces 
on site. “In the front, we found a lot of 
unsurveyed manhole covers, which 
they still needed access to, so we had 
to go back and look at the space again. 
As a solution, we came up with the 
planter, which is like an installation.” 
The resulting piece, whose angles echo 
those of the rear garden’s charred wall, 
is planted with a single multi-stemmed 
Crataegus prunifolia, Molinia caerulea 

‘Heidebraut’ and Aquilegia ‘Black Barlow’.
The new front garden had a lot 

to achieve, including creating a 
sophisticated entrance to the property 
and providing discreet storage for four 
bikes and an air conditioning unit. The 
designers created built-in cabinets on 
the basement level, down some steps 
from the main area. The boundaries 
were updated, with cedar slatted trellis 
on top of the walls, and an instant yew 
hedge now offers screening from the 
street. The original period black metal 
railings were restored and new copies 
created to match. 

The existing paving was removed and 
replaced with a more contemporary 
treatment using pale Woodkirk 
Yorkstone. As well as large slabs, Wilson 
and McWilliam ran smaller units on edge 
in rows in several places, giving texture 
and rhythm to the paving – another little 
creative touch by the designers. “When 
we put in these interesting details, 
what we are trying to do is to make the 
ordinary extraordinary,” McWilliam 
explains. “We want that the more you 
look at one of our gardens, the more you 
get back from it.” 

“WHEN WE PUT IN THESE INTERESTING DETAILS, 
WHAT WE ARE TRYING TO DO IS MAKE THE 
ORDINARY EXTRAORDINARY”

ABOVE, FROM LEFT 
Wilson McWilliam 
introduce creative 
details into all of  
their gardens. In this 
case, brass tree 
grilles by artist Tom 
Price; a charred 
wood boundary  
cut to an intricate 
pattern and inlaid 
with brass strips;  
and small pavers set 
in rows to disrupt the 
wider pattern

Contractor 
Landscape Associates 
www.landscape 
associates.co.uk

Tree grilles
Tom Price 
www.tom-price.com 

Paving 
Back garden – Black  
Basalt from CED 
www.ced.ltd.uk  
Front garden – Woodkirk 
Yorkstone by Cotswold  
Natural Stone 
www.cotswold 
naturalstone.co.uk

Fabrication 
Bespoke planter made by 
Outdoor Design 
www.outdoordesign.co.uk

Metal railings
Metal Craft 
makingmetalwork.com 

Trees & hedging
Deepdale  
www.deepdale-trees.co.uk 

Furniture
RODA 
www.rodaonline.com 
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