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Garden designer Graham Lloyd-Brunt added stylish new structural 
hedging and masses of vibrant tulips to the existing ancient yew 
topiary when he came up with the masterplan for his own garden
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TROOPING  
the Colour

C A L I C O 
H O U S E

Buds burst on Cornus alba 
‘Sibirica’ and Sambucus 
‘Gerda’ above a sea of 
tulips including red-and-
yellow ‘World Peace’.
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 T here is no doubt that the success 
of the garden at Calico House, near 
Sittingbourne, Kent, is down to 
its underlying arrangement. The 
marriage of new hedging, semi-mature 

trees and pathways to century-old yew hedging 
provides the structure on which the garden hangs. 
Strong Taxus baccata shapes punctuate the garden, 
dominating and standing guard over the more open 
areas of the space. Planted more than 100 years ago 
by a soldier returning from the First World War, they 
replicate those at his family home.

These free-form topiary shapes combine to form 
the hedging, almost as tall as the house, which 

controls the physical and visual movement of 
the visitor. There is a tremendous rhythm in the 
placement of the standard trees, too. Lined up like 
soldiers, they are quite literally trooping the colour to 
the blanket of tulips woven between an abundance of 
different greens and contrasting perennial textures.

Garden designer Graham Lloyd-Brunt bought 
Calico House in 2006. The original house, dating 
back to 1350, forms the architectural backdrop to the 
garden. Painted, calico-coloured plasterwork dating 
from the 18th century adorns the outside of the 
building, the detail of which is picked out in rich red 
earth tones. It is thought that calico cloth might have 
been printed here, so it seems fit that this scrolled 

motif is so visually 
represented. It contrasts 
beautifully with the 
luxuriant green planting 
surrounding it.

Structure, structure 
and more structure 
divide the garden into a 
series of hedged spaces. 
It is reminiscent of the 
architectural layout of the Alhambra – tantalising 
glances of what is coming next draw visitors from 
one space to another, generating a journey of 
discovery and joy so fitting with the local vernacular. 
It is almost possible to feel the ghost of the garden’s 
past, so powerful is the atmosphere. The natural, 
historic jumble of the house is shaken into order by 
avenues and vistas that radiate from the building and 
and are skilfully punctuated with visual full stops.

It is rare for such a garden to become iconic in 
such a short time but Calico House epitomises a 
new breed of English garden that unashamedly 
celebrates the tradition of letting a garden be a 
garden. It is a clever juxtaposition between formality 
and informality, captured only in gardens such as 
Sissinghurst Castle and Great Dixter.

Graham explains: “I was attracted to Calico 
House because I realised that its high yew hedges 
and striking topiary would make a great backdrop 
for a new garden.” It is impossible to replicate 
this framework in a new garden instantly. The 
combination of new and old hedging captures 
the planting and, despite its youth, the garden is 
anchored in history. “The secret to this garden is 
the way I have respected the existing garden but 
added layers of my own design,” Graham says. 

Above A large 
Liriodendron tulipifera  
is under-planted with 
daffodils, as well as tulips 
‘Roi du Midi’, ‘Clearwater’ 
and ‘Menton’.

Above Tulips ‘Spring 
Green’ and ‘West Point’ 
with Narcissus ‘Toto’ 
lead to a stone obelisk. 
Left Terracotta pots of 
soft peachy pink tulip 
‘Apricot Beauty’. 
Below The calm space 
next to the house 
contrasts with brighter, 
intensely planted areas.

Tantalising glances of what is coming next pull you from one 
space to another generating a journey of discovery and joy
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This is evident in the decadent use of planting from 
the ground up. “I think of the garden as a series of 
layers: existing hedges and trees overlaid with a new 
organisational layer, all softened with a final layer of 
loose planting,” he adds.

A perfect example of this is the way Graham 
replaced two existing long borders with a dynamic 
V-shaped arrangement. “This was about fashioning 
something new while respecting what we inherited. I 
like traditional views over long borders, so we re-laid 
the two existing beds, joining them together at the 
top.” The simple V shape allows visitors to be among 
the planting and experience the planting scheme from 
different vantages. It works well from the top, from 
where views down both borders can be enjoyed.

While summer brings an abundance of perennials, 
autumn turns the hornbeam cloister deep amber and 

winter allows the bones 
to shine, spring is when 
Calico House comes to 
life and showcases the 
tulip. The glory of tulips 
is their ability to grow 
through any foliage, 
whether in the meadow 

Above The house bears 
plasterwork that dates 
from the 18th century. 
Right A tapestry of 
maroon ‘Paul Scherer’ 
tulips with scarlet 
‘Apeldoorn’ and  
‘Golden Apeldoorn’.

GRAHAM’S 
TULIP 
ADVICE 
l If you are clever, 
you can have tulips in 
flower in your garden 
for six weeks from 
mid-April to mid-May 
by succession planting. 
Careful selection from 
a catalogue is critical 
to success.

l At Calico House, 
every year without fail 
we add around 7cm of 
mushroom compost to 
the borders and two 
doses of a granular 
fertiliser to lawns 
underplanted with 
bulbs. It improves 
flower size and 
extends the bulbs’ life 
to three years. In June 
we simply pull away 
the dried flowers and 
leaves, leaving the 
bulb in the soil.

l Think about the 
colour and texture 
of plants at ground 
level and how this 
surrounding foliage 
will work with the 
chosen bulb. The 
colour of shrubs’ 
bursting buds can also 
be highlighted with 
flower colour.

l Tulips work 
wonderfully in pots 
and I like the idea 
that you can keep 
replacing a pot by the 
front door so that you 
will always have colour. 
Cover the freshly 
planted pots with 
chicken wire to keep 
the bulbs safe from 
birds and squirrels.  
Remove it when the 
foliage starts to grow 
through the wire.

This was about fashioning something new  
while respecting what we inherited



or the flower border. 
Graham almost paints 
with them, planting 
the bulbs in broad, 
impressionistic brush 
strokes. “We have planted tens of thousands of tulips 
since arriving, around 3,000 each year,” he says. 
The bulbs are always ordered from the same local 
supplier, de Jager, who Graham says has a good 
selection of quality bulbs. “The borders are divided 
into hot and cool colours and I plant in huge chunks 
of colour,” he says. These vibrant chunks interlock 
so that at certain points visitors look through a sea 
of flowers.

In the V-shaped border, which is dedicated to hot 
colours, layers of yellow, strident orange and rich 
reds create a smouldering fire of shades. By contrast, 
the cool long borders are planted with purples, blues 
and cooler pinks. Nothing is set in stone here, but 
is instead adapted over time, a liberty Graham isn’t 
always able to enjoy in the professional sphere of 
his life. “In your own garden you have time to note 
what works and what doesn’t; it is very different 
from designing for a client.” It is, however, evident 
that there is a tremendous attention to detail in this 
seemingly random scattering of tulips – the effect is 
nothing less than outstanding. n

Calico House opens for the NGS on 7 May and  
9 July. The Street, Newnham, Sittingbourne, Kent 
ME9 0LN. Tel: 020 7222 2777; lloydbrunt.com

Above A co-ordinated 
show of ‘Purple Prince’, 
‘Pink Impression’, 
‘Beauty Queen’ and 
‘Negrita’ tulips.

MINIMAL SPECIES
Less is very often more, a 
concept epitomised in this 
garden. Tulips planted in 
swathes of single colours paint 
a dynamic picture and help the 
viewer to enjoy one species 
at a time. Clever positioning 
can mean that several species 
overlap to add drama.

SMART STRUCTURE
The architecture of the hedges 
forms the strong backdrop 
needed to showcase softer 
planting. Graham uses a 
mixture of species: yew for 
depth, hornbeam for its fresh 
young growth and box for 
unashamed tradition.

CHANGING 
TEXTURES
Keeping interest alive year 
round in a garden is difficult. 
Graham uses contrasting leaf 
and flower shape to create it. 
Think about the young cut of 
lupin or oriental poppy foliage 
beneath an elegant display of 
classic goblet-shaped tulips.

ANCIENT TOPIARY
Not everyone has 100-year-old 
specimens in their garden, but 
the historical contextualisation 
gives these monoliths a sense 
of place. Buy large pieces 
ready shaped, or make a metal 
framework and let a climber 
work while the topiary grows.
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CALICO HOUSE 
NOTEBOOK
Layers of new additions to historical planting 
create a complex garden that is full of interest


