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With a nod towards classic style reimagined for the present, Simon Hobson 
and garden designer Matt Keightley have transformed a rough paddock in 
East Berkshire into crisp, elegant garden – all to Simon’s exacting standards
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Grand Plan for  
PERFECTION

A smart formal parterre 
of emerald-green box is 
coloured in with tulips of 
varied shades in spring.
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T H E  M A N O R 
H O U S E
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S pring comes with a crisp clarity and 
a sense of purpose. Once brittle-bright, 
the sun becomes stronger and warmer. 
The leaf canopy closes over the secretive 
branches and colours start to intensify  

as the flowers emerge in their legions. Arguably,  
this is the garden at its finest – before the trees 
assume the lumpen maturity of high summer and 
the brash border perennials sweep all before them. 
This is the fine-boned supermodel stage, where good 
breeding and handsome design combine to impress.

But when Simon Hobson first arrived in his East 
Berkshire garden, there was nothing elegant or 
sophisticated about it at all. “In fact, there wasn’t 
really a garden to speak of,” he says, ruefully. “Just 
paddocks and lawns. The fences were broken and 
the lake was surrounded by scrub. You couldn’t  
even see the water.”

Yet the house is rather handsome. Part of it 
dates from the Tudor period and the frontage is 

Georgian. The Grade II listed building was used 
as a brewery in the 19th century and, while not 
precisely graceful, it has grandeur and solidity –  
it is a house that any Englishman could gladly  
call his castle.

“I felt that a building like this needed the sort 
of garden that you’d expect it to have!” says 
Simon, who, inspired from the outset, promptly 
hired garden designer Matt Keightley to realise 
his dreams. In their minds’ eyes arose a vision of 
elegance and perfection, but with poor, heavy soil 
and challenging changes in level, this would not 
be an easy task. And this was compounded by 
the fact that Simon was not prepared to wait: he 
wanted a mature garden and he wanted it now.

First impressions came first. The rough country 
track that passed for a drive was moved and 
formalised, becoming a modern avenue flanked 
by lime trees, with swathes of daffodils running 
into the meadow on either side. A terrace in the 
Italian style was created to surround the house 
and give views out over the formal garden,  
a measured confection of topiary shapes that 
echoes the tidy, bold style of the architecture.

Simon’s tastes and passions, certainly as far as 
garden design is concerned, lean towards vintage 
style reimagined for the present and the garden now 
reflects this. All the rage in Victorian 
times, Matt’s modern stumpery reuses 
trees from the site, together with locally 
sourced oaks. With 150 stumps in total, 
the magnificent edifice is studded with 
dozens of towering tree ferns. “It is lit 
from above, so when you walk through 
it at night it gives the effect of moonlight 
casting shadows of the fern leaves,” says 

Simon, who is clearly delighted with the results. 
In front of the house, an immaculate west-facing 

lawn is mown and rolled with obsessive precision 
into a pinstripe or herringbone pattern. Jeeves with a 

spanking-hot flatiron could scarcely 
do a finer job on Bertie Wooster’s 
evening attire. This leads genteelly 
down to the edge of the lake where 
a spot of crafty landscaping and 
digger-work has transformed the 
area into a riot of spring colour  
and tranquil reflections.

An arched bridge crosses the 
narrowest section of water, while  
the trees are generously spaced and 
airy. The fresh spring attire of cloud-
pruned Pinus parviflora ‘Glauca’ 
and Acer palmatum cultivars such 
as ‘Garnet’ and ‘Sango-kaku’ 
counterpoints the floral brights.

Top A gently curved 
bridge crosses the water 
at its narrowest point, 
flanked by azaleas. 
Above Vivid magenta 
stripes on the outside  
of tulip ‘Rems Favourite’. 
Right Bright pink flowers 
cover a dark-leaved 
Rhododendron.

Above The fresh green 
tones of a cloud-pruned 
conifer and Acer 
palmatum ‘Garnet’. 
Below right Tulip ‘Foxy 
Foxtrot’ boasts luscious 
apricot-peach blooms. 
Below left Tulip ‘Strong 
Gold’ in the parterre.
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A Rhododendron walk, boasts literally 
hundreds of rhododendrons including 
evergreens ‘Old Port’, ‘Boursault’, 
‘English Roseum’ and ‘Dorothy 
Hayden’ and deciduous azalea 
‘Summer Sun’. Meandering around 
the lake and through the woods, the 
trees are prettily underplanted with 
ferns, Brunnera and Tiarella and, 
idiosyncratically, in a private garden, the plants  
are formally labelled in both Latin and English.

The garden now is one of contrasts. The open 
lawns and grand driveway counterpoint the  
walled kitchen garden and the vernal boskiness  
of the azalea woodland. More intimate still is the 
topiary garden, where the towering yews embrace 
you momentarily – although a lack of seating 
intentionally dissuades the visitor from lingering – 
and the parterre where pleached hornbeam forms 
a cloister of pillars and burgeoning foliage offers 
increasing seclusion as the season wears on.

The areas of the garden nearest to the house are 

a symphony of geometry; robust yet 
elegant with sweeping circles and 
strong verticals. There are vistas 
along the formal walk and under 
and through the hornbeams, where 
the pert tips of conical evergreens, 
emerging from the box parterre, echo 
the apex of the summerhouse roof.

The planting here provides a 
sequence of interest from early spring into summer, 
bulbs now emerging as if racing to bloom. In the 
topiary garden, a yellow and purple colour scheme  
is picked up by massed tulips: plummy ‘Recreado’ 
and ‘Havran’, inky ‘Paul Scherer’ and a surprising 
pop of orange-red from ‘Couleur Cardinal’, 
teamed with a sunny selection of ‘Foxy Foxtrot’, 
‘Yokohama’ and ‘Monte Carlo’. In the parterre, large 
terracotta urns match the warm Berkshire brick of 
the surrounding buildings and tulips such as ‘Rems 
Favourite’, ‘Pallada’, ‘Françoise’ and ‘Annie Schilder’ 
match the perennials that will succeed them.

“Some areas are more naturalised than others, 

Top Beds of jewel-toned 
tulips surround the patio 
and its Gaze Burvill  
oval table and chairs. 
Middle Omphalodes 
cappadocica injects  
a shot of vivid colour. 
Bottom Sugar pink 
Rhododendron blooms.

I felt that a building like this needed the sort 
of garden you would expect it to have
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but the idea is to build a backbone of bulbs that 
will repeat each year, and supplement them 
as necessary,” explains Matt. “And while the 
convention is to prune topiary twice annually,  
Simon likes it to look immaculate, so the gardeners 
prune the hedges, topiary and hornbeams up to  
four times a year to keep them tidy.”

It is now five years since Simon arrived and his 
garden has matured as a fascinating combination  
of contemporary crispness, bold design and modern 
ambition, married with tastes that indicate a very 
British retrospective. There are echoes of croquet 
on the lawn circa 1930, a sniff of Hampton Court 
or Versailles, a touch of classical greatness. Simon’s 
ideas and Matt’s magic touch have worked wonders 
on this unpromising and distinctly average landscape 
and brought with them a measure of confident 
idiosyncrasy that could be a lesson for us all.

With the garden of his castle complete, Simon is 
enthusiastic about sharing his creation with friends. 
As the sun sinks, glasses clink sociably under the 
hornbeam trees and the light of a thousand electric 
stars casts shadows in the woodland. This ordered 
home counties paradise, for all its fastidiousness  
and sharp edges, is a warm and friendly family home 
to be lived in and enjoyed. And, as chariots depart 
and peace descends, Simon might well return to the 
elevated terrace and look out in the moonlight, to 
rejoice in all that he surveys. n

Matt Keightley is director and head designer at 
Rosebank Landscaping, rosebanklandscaping.co.uk

SPRING 
GARDENING 
ADVICE 
l If naturalising bulbs, 
feed well with a 
potash-rich fertiliser 
while they are in 
growth and don’t  
cut back the leaves.

l Underplant 
deciduous shrubs  
and acers with bulbs 
to extend the interest 
before the canopy 
closes over.

l Pleached hedges 
generally need 
attending twice a year. 
Prune in the depths 
of winter to keep the 
shape crisp and then 
train the shoots in 
during summer.

l Spring gardens look 
great against a formal 
structure. Repeated 
evergreen shapes are 
a perfect foil for bulbs.

l Rhododendrons 
and azaleas can get a 
bad press, but anchor 
them with darker hues 
and plenty of green, 
and use a restrained 
palette of cultivars, as 
Matt has done here, 
and they are a cheerful 
and vibrant addition  
to the spring garden.

l Make sure that 
you can see spring 
planting from the 
house to enjoy it 
whatever the weather.

Top The sumptuous 
flower of tulip ‘Margarita’. 
Middle Newly emerging 
perennial foliage makes  
a verdant backdrop for 
tulip ‘Strong Gold’. 
Bottom At its prettiest  
in spring: Acer ‘Garnet’.


