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A ward-winning garden designer 
Charlotte Rowe (above) has a knack 
for transforming awkward spaces 
into dream gardens, and her work 
on this private garden in Surrey is no 

exception. She has transformed a rhomboid-shaped 
plot around a new-build house into elegant front 
and back gardens that belie their tricky site. What’s 
more, they look like they have always been there.

The 650 square metre back garden responds to the 
brief from the clients, a well-known sportsman, his 
wife and two children. They wanted a garden that 
would meet all the family’s needs, including a sound-
proofed ‘drum room’, a large lawn on which to play 
football, a children’s trampoline, seating areas, a 
fireplace, some water, a pergola, a dining space and a 
barbecue. As the owner is well known, privacy from 
the surrounding houses was also paramount.

Charlotte first needed to make the triangular 
back garden – which had a summerhouse in its 
apex, emphasising the awkward shape – work more 
logically. “We work on many smaller gardens where 
we have to rationalise the space,” she says. “We have 
to make the most of every single inch, so you learn to 
deal with tricky corners. People always think: ‘If we 
put in lots of grass, it will look bigger’. But it won’t, 
it will only make it look smaller.”

Designer Charlotte Rowe transforms 
an awkward, angular garden into a 
versatile outdoor family space

Applied  
Geometry
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established. “We chose 
mature trees and 
hedging, and the rest 
of the planting just got 
going really fast,” says 
Charlotte of the process. 

The unattractive, 
wedge-shaped front garden, paved over and with a lot 
of wasted space, was also overhauled. Despite being 
450 square metres in size, it did not provide enough 
parking. Charlotte replaced the paving with stabilised 
gravel and inset York stone setts to subtly indicate the 
parking spaces: “It makes people park better, and also 
makes the space look bigger,” she says.

The area to the front of the garage became a 
modern parterre using gravel, tables of low yew 
hedging and rows of Carex muskingumensis, with 
two beautiful multi-stemmed Carpinus betulus as 
focal points. A diseased cherry was removed and 
replaced with two Zelkova serrata, a medium-sized 
tree with crinkle-cut leaves and great autumn colour, 
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 Here, Charlotte created a rectangular centre with a 
generous lawn on which to play football. Borders on 
all sides give symmetry, and the triangle at the top is 
disguised with planting. 

The large drum room was Charlotte’s greatest 
challenge to place. She decided to put it on the left 
of the garden, where it would be easy to screen 
with planting. “The client is a keen drummer and 
had already been speaking to a company about an 
acoustically insulated room,” she explains. “We 
stepped in and asked the company to realign this and 
it now has tall, narrow windows and a green roof. 
We painted it a very dark grey so that it melts into 
the garden.” Next to the unobtrusive drum room 
is the trampoline, also cunningly concealed by an 
avenue of plane trees and more planting. 

A seating area beneath an arbour makes the most 
of the evening sun, and has subtle heaters and a real 
fire for when temperatures drop. It is fronted by a 
‘bassin’ of water, which is still, dark and tranquil 
and flanked by two areas of clipped cloud planting, 
using balls of Prunus lusitanica, box, yew and Ilex 
crenata. To the right of the arbour is a dining area 
and built-in barbecue, surrounded by planting. Near 
the house, a wide terrace is divided into distinct 
zones by a stone and gravel bed that is studded with 
low-growing Mediterranean plants. 

The planting throughout is a mix of shrubs and 
perennials in shades of purple, white and cream, 
with notes of acid yellow. Grasses provide movement 
and a contemporary feel. Yew and beech hedging 
and strategically placed trees introduce structure and 
privacy. The planting is designed to look its best in 
May, June and early July, as the family is away for 
the main part of the summer. It looks remarkably 

Above Thanks to the 
‘bassin’ of water in front, 
the covered arbour 
appears to float. 
Left Beech hedging 
offers useful screening 
of the dining area.
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and a Parrotia persica. Charlotte simultaneously 
created a much-needed extra parking space and 
softened the whole area with an attractive grass 
parterre. Trees were added, too, giving more privacy.

“Now, the whole garden works,” says Charlotte. 
“It looks much bigger, and it’s got a bit of everything 
without feeling crowded. The clients are very happy. 
There is usually a 
football pitch on the 
lawn, with balls going 
back and forth, but 
the garden is large and 
robust enough to cope 
with that.”

Above Salvia and 
Anthriscus were chosen, 
to peak in early summer. 
Left Mediterranean 
plants thrive in gravel 
between sleepers of  
pale limestone.

FACT FILE

n Garden design by Charlotte Rowe.  
Tel: 020 7602 0660; charlotterowe.com

n Built by Outdoor Options. Tel:  
01483 415602; outdooroptions.co.uk

n Drum building by Green Rooms 
Studios Ltd. Tel: 01702 299503; 
soundproofgardenstudios.co.uk

n Seating under pergola by Piet Boon.  
Tel: +31 20 722 0020; pietboon.com 

n Dining table and chairs by Manutti.  
Tel: +32 56 645 625; manutti.com

n Sofas supplied by Paola Lenti.  
Tel: +39 0362 344587; paolalenti.it/en

n Barbecue sourced from Fire Magic.  
Tel: 01732 884030; fire-magic.co.uk

n Large grey pots and urn Atelier Vierkant. 
Tel: +32 50 370 056; ateliervierkant.com

n Ilford floor lamps by Tekna.  
Tel: +32 93 480 802; tekna.be/en
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Design Details
Planting
The planting throughout the garden is a mix of 
shrubs, perennials and grasses, with clipped balls 
and cloud planting providing evergreen structure. 
The two beds in front of the terrace soften the 
hard landscaping and have an additional function: 
they conceal manhole covers. They loosely mirror 
each other with a mix of perennials such as Salvia 
nemorosa ‘Caradonna’, Nepeta racemosa ‘Walker’s 
Low’, Stachys byzantina, Euphorbia characias 
subsp. characias ‘Humpty Dumpty’, Alchemilla 
mollis and grasses such as Pennisetum ‘Karley Rose’. 
The shadier periphery of the garden is planted with 
hardy geraniums, hellebores, euphorbias, astrantias, 
aquilegias, foxgloves and ferns, as well as Viburnum 
plicatum ‘Mariesii’ and hydrangeas. 

Drum room
This was top of the client’s wishlist. “We really 
changed and influenced the design,” says Charlotte. 
“The room now has tall, thin windows so that the 
client feels like he’s in the garden but it also feels 
private. It was going to be polished timber, but we 
painted it a dark colour to help it recede and added 
a dark plinth as well. The green roof means it looks 
good from inside the house as well.”

Terrace
Charlotte designed a new terrace, which runs 
along the back of the house, in English limestone. 
A central gravel area with strips of stone running 
through it breaks up the wide area. It is punctuated 
by low-growing or mounded Mediterranean plants 
such as oregano, rosemary, lavender, Pittosporum 

and Euphorbia cyparissias ‘Fens Ruby’. 
“It can be walked on, but its main 
function is to break up the terrace. It is a 
technique we use quite a lot.” 

Arbour
Originally, the clients wanted a roofed 
area, but Charlotte came up with this 
simpler-looking structure, built of 
Western red cedar. “It was actually very 
difficult to build – the posts go into the 
stone, then the water feature, and we had 
to ‘hang’ the arbour off the fireplace. It 
looks simple, but it is not.” Heating strips 
and a real fire give warmth. 

Hedging and trees
Virtually all the original boundary 
planting, which included some ugly 
leylandii, was replaced with layered 
hedging of mature beech and yew, giving 
crucial privacy. In addition to a stately 
existing Magnolia, four mature trees 
were added at key points around the boundary, 
screening the garden further: two Cercidiphyllum 
japonicum, a Parrotia persica and a Sorbus aria 
‘Majestica’. An avenue of flat-topped London plane 
trees, Platinus x hispanica, runs along the path to 
the drum room and takes the eye down the gravel 
path to an urn on a pedestal. A row of ornamental 
pears (Pyrus calleryana ‘Chanticleer’) runs along the 
opposite side and into the front garden.  

Lighting
Subtle garden lighting accentuates the form of the 
trees and highlights particular aspects of the garden. 
It includes moonlights in the Magnolia tree to give 
light across the lawn, large lanterns for ambient light 
in the dining area, uplighters under the plane trees 
and uplighters and downlighters in the arbour.  

Storage
A garden shed, composting area and bike storage are 
all concealed around the sides of the house. n

Top Flat-topped London 
plane trees form a 
beautifully lit avenue 
after dark. 
Above The gravel and 
stone terrace breaks 
up a large area, and its 
tough planting of herbs 
can be trodden on. 
Left Painted dark gray, 
the client’s drum room 
blends in seamlessly.


