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A jewel in 
the South 

Downs

Broccoli-like sedums, grasses, salvias 
and dahlias in the Late Summer garden

Malthouse Farm, Streat,  
East Sussex

Creating hedged 
compartments has been  
the solution to making  
a richly planted garden 

near the south coast, which 
ably copes with prevailing 

southwesterlies, finds 
Kathryn Bradley-Hole

Photographs by Marianne Majerus

T he view from the kitchen ter- 
race of Malthouse Farm—indeed, 
from the expansive windows of 
the kitchen itself—offers not only 

a vision of the beautifully tended, voluptuous 
kitchen and cut-flower garden laid out close 
by, but also a compelling vista of the South 
Downs, filling the horizon beyond.

The high, windswept pastures of the Downs 
naturally command attention in their own 
right, but the garden draws you in, being 
complex and planted with choice things. 
An aerial view reveals it to be subdivided 
into numerous rectangular plots, chiefly 
divided by hedges; all of this has developed 
slowly over the past 17 years or so, since 
the owners, Richard and helen Keys, 
acquired their house with its gently sloping, 
south-facing acreage.

horses had been an earlier owner’s pas-
sion, so part of the present, extended house 
was formerly stables; part of the land that 
had been devoted to a sand school is now 
a tennis court. Perhaps surprisingly, how-
ever, for this scenically chalkland region, 
the soil underfoot is mainly heavy clay, 
albeit regularly mulched with organic  
matter that’s given it depth, aeration and  
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a friable structure over the years, ideally 
suiting it to a wide range of plants. 

Mrs Keys explains that the garden has 
grown piecemeal as she’s dedicated more 
time and enthusiasm to it, but the horn-
beam-hedging enclosures they’ve planted 
have been vital to each stage, to slow down 
prevailing winds. ‘Something we get here 
is the full force of the south-westerlies—
absolutely awful. everything has to be 
staked like mad,’ she advises. With Brighton 
and the south coast a mere eight or nine miles 
away as the crow flies, winds whip up and 
over the open downland and sweep across 
the gentle undulations of the Low Weald.

Nevertheless, all that fresh air and bright, 
southern light, combined with the fertility 

The aforementioned plants inject zestful 
colour into the four-square kitchen/cutting 
garden, lying immediately beyond the main- 
house terrace. here are sweetcorns, chards, 
courgettes and asparagus, all hugger- 
mugger with dahlias, such as the gorgeous, 
fiery-orange Autumn Lustre and dark-salmon 
Starlight. Cucumbers garland iron obelisks 
along with sweet peas; carrots thrive among 
marigolds, which, in turn, keep the roots 
free of carrot fly.

Something else that grows especially well 
here is the tall, deep-violet-flowered Salvia 
Amistad, sturdily achieving 6ft or so, and 
almost as wide. It’s left in situ, year after 
year, to do its own thing. An adjacent gravel- 
led area is bright with wiry wands of 

Verbena bonariensis and cosmos, includ-
ing the unusual, primrose-yellow Cosmos 
Xanthos, released to the nursery trade  
a couple of years ago. Its spring-like fresh-
ness brings a zesty counterpoint to the 
purples and reds of neighbouring plants. 

Terracotta pots nurture further treasures, 
such as Fuchsia arborescens, a Mexican  
species bearing upright sprays of tiny 
magenta flowers above lush green foliage. 
‘It’s not hardy, but good,’ says Mrs Keys. 

Although this is only a small part of the 
garden, it’s the most intensively planted bit, 
along with an adjacent area of similar size, 
known as the Cottage Garden, that leads 
away from the older part of the house. 
Reached from the cross-axis of the kitchen 
garden, via a brick path skirting a lily pond 

with a central Italianate fountain, the cot-
tage garden has an open feel, thanks to its 
broad lawn.

The borders ranged around it are packed 
with mixtures of perennial flowers, some 
good shrubs, fluffy plumes of Pennisetum 
orientalis and much that’s stitched in from 
year to year. Unity is achieved by repeti-
tions of key plants, such as the Cornelia 
roses, with their varied salmon, soft-pink 
and creamy hues, given out generously over 
a long season; the deservedly popular, ever-
flowering Geranium Rozanne; and low- 
growing stonecrops such as Sedum Straw- 
berries and Cream. ‘We do the Chelsea 
chop on the sedums every year in May,’ 
advises Mrs Keys. ‘It does stop them from 
flopping everywhere.’ 

In the adjacent Late Summer garden, 
there are numerous salvias basking in the 
sunshine along with sunflowers: ‘I like sun- 
flowers, they’re such happy plants.’ Gauras 
are planted in both white and pink forms 
and penstemons in variety flower their 
heads off in lipstick and ruby hues.

Such intensive planting must be a chal-
lenge, especially in drier seasons? ‘You 
can’t mollycoddle this sort of garden. I don’t 
water it—it copes because of all the mulch 
we put on,’ advises Mrs Keys, who’s keen 
to acknowledge the enormous amount of 
help she has from gardener-turned-designer 
Alex Bell. ‘Wonderful Alex has been with 
me for about 10 years now; he comes along 
once a week, brings extra help and we enjoy 
working together.’

of the soil, creates ideal conditions for a great 
many plants, among which Mrs Keys par-
ticularly enjoys those that endure and bring 
lively colour through high summer and well 
into autumn. Salvias are a speciality; dahl-
ias, well staked, grow tall and lustily.

half-hardy, potentially tricky annuals 
such as the so-called Mexican sunflower 
Tithonia rotundifolia and the ‘cup-and-
saucer’ climber Cobaea scandens are among 
Mrs Keys’ favourite things and, when she 
says she ‘could do with a greenhouse about 
10 times the size of this one’, she’s only 
confirming what is apparent all around us: 
that she’s a full-on dedicated gardener who 
loves to grow things from seed and has the 
gift of making plants achieve their potential. 

Above: A glimpse into the orchard from the Late Summer garden. The South Downs rise 
up in the distance. Below: Hornbeam hedging creates sheltered enclosures

The colourful front garden, with box mounds and a long, low rectangular box parterre illuminated by Pennisetum grasses
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Farm gates lead into the more recent, 
outlying areas, which include an orchard with 
medlars, quince, pears, almond and plum 
trees as well as apples.

Adjacent, beyond another hornbeam hedge, 
is an open pasture defined by mown squares 
in a grid pattern. ‘I went to Le Jardin Plume 
in Normandy about 10 years ago and I’ve 
sort of copied their grass areas.’ In this case, 
however, Mrs Keys has enhanced a few of 
the squares with features, such as a maze, 
planted with birch trees. A ‘snail mound’ 
fills another square, giving an elevated 
view over the grid from its summit. A tunnel 
of willow snakes across a square in the top 
corner is ‘fun for children—they all love it’. 

Further hedging encloses an area for the 
chickens and the old farm pond, plus a ser-
pentine route back to the main garden, via 
crab apples and other fruiting trees. 

A walk around the east side of the house 
brings you up to the front garden, made early 
on, with lots of box mounds and a long, low 
rectangular box parterre, with further beds 
filled out with assorted herbaceous plants 
and shrubs. The parterre looks healthy enough 
now (albeit still patchy in places), but it was 
close to being grubbed out until a couple 

of years ago, when Mrs Keys opted to try out 
Topbuxus, a Dutch nurseryman’s solution 
to box blight.

‘The box was really, really bad. I spray it 
with Topbuxus now, four or five times a year, 
and it’s really helped. Also, we don’t cut it back 
quite as hard as we used to. I really thought 
we would have to take all of the box out, 
but it’s substantially recovered.’
The garden is open for the NGS charities 
for a couple of days in August (visit www. 
ngs.org.uk) and to groups of more than 10 
by appointment, from April to September 
—email helen.k.keys@btinternet.com

l Soil type Heavy clay, leavened and 
enriched for years with regular applica-
tions of compost and manure 
l Climate Fairly mild, southern location 
on a south-facing slope, but lashed by 
prevailing south-westerly winds
l Specialities Planted for year-round 
interest, but high summer into autumn 
sees it at its most intensive and colourful
l Area About five acres, including out- 
lying orchard and grassy areas

Need to know

Above: A smooth lawn is the perfect foil 
for such late-summer abundance. Right: 
A floral path runs alongside the cottage 
garden up to the older part of the house
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