
Taking the  
dry ground

The Buildings, near Stockbridge, Hampshire

A former stockyard, with interesting historical references, 
is now the setting for a fine contemporary garden,  

finds Kathryn Bradley-Hole
Photographs by Marianne Majerus
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that, by then, had been refurbished. Origin-
ally, however, ‘the buildings’ were a down- 
land steading—part of the working agricul-
tural landscape of bygone days. ‘Steadings 
were dotted all over the chalk downs of 
Hampshire and Wiltshire,’ he advises. ‘It’s 
widely believed that, in the 18th and 19th 
centuries, the chalk downs, before they were 
ploughed up for arable farming, were just 
sheep walk. But, in fact, they had cattle as well, 
because the cattle were very profitable. 
They were fattened on the watermeadows, 
which were an integral part of farming in 
this part of the world at that time. 

‘The meadows were irrigated by chalk-
streams, which came out of the ground very 
slightly warmer than the ambient tempera-

ture, thus the grass grew just a few weeks 
earlier and you could finish your cattle and 
get them to market before anyone else. But 
what did you do in the winter?’ The answer 
is that the herds of cattle were brought 
away from the meadows, up to the high 
ground to be safely homed in steadings, 
just like The Buildings. 

‘This was an absolutely perfect example,’ 
explains Dick. ‘You had a yard, as we have, 
which is now the walled garden; that was  
a stockyard. It would have been full of cattle.’ 
High cob walls form two sides of the square 
enclosure, a linear arrangement of cottage 
accommodation forms a third side and a long 
barn that stored fodder runs along the fourth. 
‘But the absolute key to the whole thing was 

a well, because cattle need to drink far 
more water than sheep. And so in the corner 
of our yard is a 150ft-deep well,’ advises 
Dick. ‘It’s extraordinary how technology, 
even then, drove farming—it’s not the dig-
ging of the well that was so difficult but the 
need to get the water up; very old wells just 
had a bucket on a pulley but imagine trying 
to feed 40 or 50 cows like that. Not a prac-
tical proposition.’ 

The solution came with the invention of 
steam engines in the 18th century, which could 
drive pumps to draw the water. In a corner 
of the walled garden are the remains of  
a very old pump and the foundations for an 
early steam engine that would have driven it. 
‘In the chalkland, almost all the habitation 

was in the bottom of the valleys, in linear 
villages like Stockbridge and the Wallops, 
because that’s where the water was, until they 
discovered how to dig deep wells and, more 
importantly, how to pump water out of them.’ 

Gillian lived at The Buildings long before 
Dick joined her, for her family restored the 
tumbledown masonry and converted it into 
a comfortable home. Creating a garden was 
a slow process, she recalls. ‘My stepfather 
had had his sheep in here and so the ground 
was frightful.’

In the 1970s and 1980s, Gillian recalls 
that, with a family to raise and work to do, 
she was slow to start on the garden. When 
she did, she planted traditionally, with old-
fashioned roses, perennials beneath them 

the chalk landscape being a sponge through 
which rainwater percolates, reappearing in 
the valleys as springs, feeding into the 
region’s famous, calcium-rich streams with 
their associated watermeadow flora and 
sought-after fish. 

Dick first came to the area in the early 
1960s, having grown up on his family’s farm 
in Cornwall. As a young man, on his first 
flying course with the Army Air Corps, he 
spied from his plane a roofless, abandoned 
ruin. ‘And I remember thinking that would 
be a nice place to live,’ he laughs. 

The ruin he observed has long been known 
as, simply, ‘The Buildings’ and it’s remark-
able serendipity that, much later, he did 
indeed come to live in the former farmstead 

Preceding pages: Swept-back petals of Helenium Sahin’s Early Flowerer and pink-
petalled Echinacea purpurea, with Perovskia Blue Spire. Above: A secret corner

ON THE western edge of Hamp-
shire, some 10 miles east of Salis- 
bury, the home of Dick and Gillian 
Pugh gives fascinating glimpses 

into farming life of days long gone, overlaid 
and ornamented by a garden that’s very 
much of the 21st century.

The chalk downs of the southern counties 
have a particular look about them: gene- 
rally open, rolling hills with far-reaching 
views, large fields and slender hedgerows 
foaming in dark green along the field margins. 
Prior to the Second World War, much of the 
downland was farmed as it had been for 
centuries, with sheep grazing the tough 
grasses that thrive on thin soil over the 
chalk. The hills are dry, windswept places, 

Above: Blue Clematis Chatsworth beside ground-hugging Bergenia, with Pelargonium  
australe in an elegant pot. Right: ‘Dry gardening’ beside the old barn
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and a circle of box hedging round the out-
side—‘all of it completely different from 
how it is now’. In the poor soil, the roses didn’t 
thrive and years of drier weather around 
the turn of the century saw her struggling 
with the garden. ‘I began to realise things 
were changing; you couldn’t rely on regular 
rain; the weather was doing strange things.’

The discerning Hampshire gardener John 
Coke, who opened, for a while, the renowned 
Green Farm Plants nursery, near Farnham, 
persuaded Gillian to try grasses. The Pughs 
also went to take a look at Beth Chatto’s 
drought-tolerant gravel garden in Essex. 
‘Suddenly, on the way back in the car, it just 
hit me what we were going to do. I realised 
I would have to change the whole thing; take 
everything out and start all over again.’

Out went the ailing roses and struggling 
garden stalwarts and in came a succession 
of wilder-looking, less-demanding plants 
with lower water requirements. The central, 
circular bed was enlarged and ‘denuded’ of 
topsoil, in order to become a gravel garden. 
‘I was under the illusion it would be less work 
than trying to keep the roses looking nice,’ 
laughs Gillian. ‘We planted it in 2004. Some 
things have gone; some things are still here. 
Then I became interested in salvias, because 
they do rather well here, surprisingly.’ 

The success of the gravel garden inadvert- 
ently started a new career for Gillian. ‘Things 
started seeding everywhere, so I started 
collecting the babies, potting them up, giving 
them to the church sales. Then I thought: 
“Aha, I’m going to learn to propagate”.’ 

Some 10 years ago, she started a small nur- 
sery on the premises, taking plants to local 
and specialist plant fairs as well as selling to 
visitors to the garden. ‘I got completely carried 
away with it. Every town and village has 
got a little horticultural society or U3A [Uni- 
versity of the Third Age, a UK movement of 
retired and semi-retired people] or some-
thing like that. And they all want somewhere 
to go for tea and have a nice outing, so you 
get onto that sort of circuit.’ 

The days of regularly opening the garden 
and doing the rounds of plant sales are now 
largely over, but her garden continues to 
evolve as she uses her keen painter’s eye to 
compose the sort of harmonious plant group- 

ings you can see in these pictures. Gillian 
is an avid plant collector with a discerning 
eye, enthusiastically pointing out the pale-
yellow Dianthus knappii, which seeds itself 
around the garden, and Lysimachia ephe-
merum: ‘They love having their feet under 
stone’. A yellow-petalled flower with promi-
nent central cone isn’t a common-or-garden 
rudbeckia but Ratibida pinnata; a pinkish 
cow parsley is the hardy perennial Seseli 
hippomarathrum, with grey, finely divided 
foliage. A scabious is of the creamy-yellow 
form, Scabiosa columbaria ssp ochroleuca, 
which self-seeds itself freely and holds its 
flowers well on wiry stems.

The 12ft-high flint-and-cob walls support 
clematis, the excellent rambler rose Madame 
Alfred Carrière, a peach tree and ‘a wonder-
ful fig tree; every second year we get lots’. 
Through a door in the west wall, the garden 
opens out to the wider landscape and it’s here 
that the little nursery is set up but there is 
also another big planting bed and a new 
border hard up against the wall. 

The Buildings has come a long way since 
the herds of cattle saw out their winters in 
the shelter of its walled steading. Its new 
lease of life, with reduced demands on 
water, is an inspiring example of the ‘dry 
gardening’ style.

A purple patch: a mingled trio of Clematis: C. x triternata Rubromarginata, C. Abundance and C. Madame Julia Correvon

‘I began to realise 
things were changing; 
the weather was doing   

strange things ’ 


