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M arrying a beautiful garden with 
the demands of a young family 
needn’t mean a compromise. 
Rose Dale (above), one half 
of garden design firm Dale & 

Heybrook, came up with the ideal solution in the 
Oxford garden of Sebastian and Anna James, and 
their four children. It was time for the previously 
unloved garden to be given a stylish overhaul, with 
room for grown-up entertaining and relaxing while 
also incorporating plenty of space for the children  
to play in and enjoy – the perfect combination.

“We pretty much gave Rose free rein,” says 
Sebastian. “We just wanted to be able to live in it, sit 
outside comfortably, invite people to lunch or dinner 
and then, at the same time, we wanted a place where 
our kids could kick a ball around. They also wanted 
a trampoline and we found a place that sold the 
professional kind – much more boingy,” he adds. 

You need only look out of the window of a 
commuter train as it rattles through the outskirts of 
any UK town or city to witness that scourge of many 
a potentially stylish garden: the trampoline. Rose’s 
solution was to divide the garden into sections. 
“The garden was long enough to lose a bit of it 
without losing proportion,” she explains. “We put 
in a mature box hedge – it was literally like planting 

Rose Dale has created a beautifully 
planted, well-proportioned garden 
for all the family to enjoy 
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later, mainly white-
flowered perennials. 
“It’s quite a deep area 
of planting, and the 
path makes it fun and 
interesting. I think children like going round in 
circles and being able to explore,” says Rose.

In the opposite border, two chunky wooden 
obelisks mirror the hammock supports and add 
height. “The border on that side isn’t that wide, so  
it just adds interest and brings the eye in,” says Rose. 
Trellis creates extra privacy and helps distract from 
neighbouring buildings. “Even in a small garden 
you have to put all the pieces of the jigsaw together 
properly. If you make the garden too short and wide, 
or the borders too narrow, then you don’t have that 
balance – it needs to be in proportion,” says Rose.

Balance has certainly been achieved here, both in 
terms of the layout and how the garden is now used 
and enjoyed. As Sebastian says: “They have done 
a really good job, creating the back area where the 
trampoline could go and the kids could have fun, but 
the actual garden itself is a nice, calm adult space.”

Lego bricks, and hid all 
the ‘gubbins’ behind it.” 
The trampoline, which 
is also sunk into the 
ground, can’t be seen 
at all from the house or 
the rest of the garden. 
That is, until one of 
the children use it and 
appear, every so often, bouncing above the hedge.

The garden the James family took on hadn’t been 
well-looked after for a while. “It was the usual, 
neglected scruffy lawn, and it had some large trees 
around it so it was quite shady,” says Rose. “It 
was worse than that,” exclaims Sebastian. “There 
were bits and bobs all over it, and there was a very 
peculiar water feature in the middle of the garden. 
The lawn ran all the way up to the house so it was 
almost impossible to use the garden, and it had some 
strange changes in level that hadn’t been considered. 
Above all it was pretty grotty. The first step was to 
take it back to bare earth and start again.”

An old medlar tree stood in the middle of the 
lawn, but although Rose says it was a ‘real lump’, 
she could see its potential. “It was a real thicket of 
foliage in a prominent place, not really where you 
would have put it, but as it had such lovely blossom 
we pruned it to create a nicer shape,” she adds. 
“A lot of trees are improved by careful sculpting. 
I don’t think people do it enough. But you have 
to do it carefully, not hack branches so they look 
like amputated limbs.” The medlar’s position then 
dictated the rest of the layout: a large terrace next to 
the house, lawn just off-centre, because of the tree, 
and two borders on either side.

Because of the asymmetrical layout, the border 
on the left is wider, with a ‘secret’ path running 
along the back, for maintenance and to reach the 
hammock that hangs lazily from two sturdy upright 
posts above colourful planting of spring bulbs and, 

Right Obelisks draw 
the eye away from 
neighbouring buildings 
and host Clematis and 
roses in summer.

Above An old urn acts as 
a focal point at the end 
of the expanse of lawn. 
Right The large terrace 
has space for relaxing 
and dining al fresco. 
Below The hammock  
is accessed via a path 
that runs along the  
back of the border.
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FACT FILE

n Garden design Dale & Heybrook.  
Tel: 01865 511765; daleandheybrook.com

n Dining table and chairs Gaze Burvill. 
Tel: 01420 588444; gazeburvill.com

n Sofas and cushions Gloster.  
Tel: 00 49 4131 287530; gloster.com

n Wooden benches Find similar at 
Andrew Crace. Tel: 01279 842685; 
andrewcrace.com

n Paint Bone China (on furniture, gate 
and planters) and Invisible Green (on the 
shed). Little Greene. Tel: 0845 880 5855; 
littlegreene.com

n Arches, trellis and obelisks Stuart 
Garden Architecture. Tel: 01984 667458; 
stuartgarden.com

n Turf Rolawn. Tel: 01904 757372; 
rolawn.co.uk

n Bulbs J. Parker’s. Tel: 0161 848 1100; 
jparkers.co.uk and Broadleigh Bulbs.  
Tel: 01823 286231; broadleighbulbs.co.uk
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Design Details
Paving
“We’re not keen on Indian sandstone,” says Rose, 
who prefers to try to use stone that has not travelled 
too far, from quarries in England where possible. 
The new York stone used here came directly from a 
quarry in Yorkshire. “It is easy on the eye and settles 
in beautifully,” she adds.

Lawn
Rose says she loves to incorporate lawns in her 
designs, despite the opinion of many that they are 
too old-fashioned for a contemporary garden or too 
high-maintenance. “You have to have the lawn in a 
shape that reads well. It’s funny how people make 
shapes with borders and then put the lawn in. It’s 
more important to make the lawn the right shape 
and put things around it,” she advises.

Trellis and climbers
The trellis has been put up just in front of the 
existing boundary wall, rather than attached to the 
top of it. “I prefer trellis to go down into the ground, 
rather than be attached to a wall, and I don’t like to 
see those half-posts screwed into the wall either,” 
Rose says. In summer, the trellis is clothed with 
Trachelospermum jasminoides, as well as Clematis 
‘Alba Luxurians’ and ‘Miss Bateman’, further 
helping divert the eye from next-door buildings.

Wooden planters 
Four large Versailles-style planters 
painted pale blue separate the ‘dining’ 
and ‘relaxing’ areas of the terrace. “They 
had one already, which we replicated,” 
says Rose. Each is planted with a silvery-
green leaved olive, while purple catmint 
and ‘White Triumphator’ tulips throng 
around their trunks. The catmint is 
replanted every couple of years to keep 
the display looking good.

Planting
“We always put in lots of bulbs to get 
colour, starting from snowdrops in 
January right the way through to May,” 
Rose says. After that colour comes 
from summer-flowering perennials, although in 
this garden, she has stuck to a palette of largely 
white-flowered things, such as Hemerocallis ‘Heidi 
Edelweiss’, Iris sibirica ‘White Swirl’, Geranium 
sanguineum ‘Album’, Astrantia ‘Shaggy’ and 
Anemone x hybrida ‘Honorine Jobert’. Climbers 
include Clematis ‘White Columbine’ and Rosa ‘The 
Generous Gardener’.

Dining table
“They’re a very sociable, hospitable family and 
Sebastian is a keen cook, but with four children 
there are already six of them before they’ve even 
invited anyone,” says Rose, of the reason behind the 
decision to get an extra-long table made specially for 
the big terrace. It sits about 12 people comfortably.

Children’s area
More robust planting features here, including 
Brunnera, Epilobium, Pulmonaria and Vinca minor 
‘Bowles Blue’, all chosen to cope in the shadier 
conditions at the rear of the garden. A mature box 
hedge was planted to screen this area, watered 
carefully in its first summer to ensure its survival, 
while a thick yew hedge encloses it at the rear. n

Above Arches lead the 
way through to the play 
area, and are planted 
with ‘Climbing Iceberg’ 
and ‘The Generous 
Gardener’ roses. 
Left A bespoke table 
ensures plenty of seating 
for the family and guests. 
Below Tying in with other 
woodwork in the garden, 
the Versailles planters.
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