
A glorious sight  
in spring: clumps  
of naturalised  
bulbs studding long 
grass with colour. 
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F E E R I N G B U R Y 
M A N O R

Giles and Sonia Coode-Adams have developed their garden at 
Feeringbury Manor, Essex, over the past two decades, creating 
a relaxed garden full of blossom and bulbs that shine in spring
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 Bejewelled 
BLOOMS
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F eeringbury manor in essex is the 
home of not one, but two experienced 
plants people. Giles Coode-Adams 
is a former president of the Royal 
Horticultural Society and his wife, 

Sonia, is an experienced and knowledgeable 
gardener. For more than three decades, they have 
played a key role in the gardening world, serving on 
horticultural committees and opening their garden 
to raise money for the National Gardens Scheme.

Giles is the woody plants expert, planning and 
planting the trees, particularly in the arboretum, 
while Sonia develops the perennial and bulb 
planting. Because of 
Giles’ penchant for 
anything arboricultural, 
the garden has two key 
seasons – spring for the 
blossom and autumn for 
a fiery display of berries 
and coloured foliage, 

Above The striking 
modern metal gate  
was designed by Giles 
and Sonia’s artist son, 
Ben Coode-Adams. 
Right Flushed deep pink 
blooms of Magnolia x 
soulangeana.
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particularly from Malus, Sorbus and Euonymus. 
While autumn might be considered the connoisseurs’ 
season in this garden, it is spring that brings in the 
visitors. “Last year we raised nearly £4,000 for  
NGS charities,” says Sonia. “That’s why we do it – 
and because we love sharing the garden.”

Many gardens look good in spring, but the key is 
to have good underlying structure. At Feeringbury, 
this is provided by yew and box hedging. The yew  
is used to divide spaces and protect the terrace, while 
the box makes two strong lines down the centre of 
the lawn area. “Right from the beginning we knew 
we wanted to create different areas – but not in a 

very controlled way,” says Sonia.
The spring planting of tulips, daffodils, 

crown imperials and other bulbs has 
developed over the years and is constantly 
replenished. One of the more interesting 
parts is the ‘jewelled lawn’ close to the 
house, a chance for Sonia to grow small 
and miniature bulbs in short grass, where 
they can be appreciated. Colours are 
not strictly controlled, but she is fond of 
Narcissus cyclamineus, dwarf tulips and 
Iris reticulata. In the long grass, taller 
bulbs hold sway: full-height daffodils and 
tulips with crown imperials (Fritillaria 
imperialis) making a great show in the 
woodland garden, the bright reds, oranges 

and yellows allowed full rein. Elsewhere, the colour 
schemes are more restrained with well-established 
swathes of blue and white Anemone blanda.

In terms of blossom, there are several trees the 
Coode-Adams consider to be indispensible. “I am 
a big fan of old-fashioned cherry blossoms – the 
kind you used to see in gardens on every street a 
few decades ago. The Japanese cherries (Prunus 
serrulata) are considered infra dig these days, 
which is a pity. We love a variety called ‘Kanzan’, 
although we have lost a few of our big Japanese 

cherries to honey fungus,” 
says Sonia. One of the 
garden’s star trees in early 
spring is the pure white, 
almond-scented Prunus 
x yedoensis, the Yoshino 
cherry, which shines out 
above the jewelled lawn, 
even on the murkiest day.

Giles and Sonia’s other 
interest is magnolias. 

Top Delicate willow 
catkins are a sure sign 
that spring is here. 
Middle A former RHS 
president, Giles, and 
Sonia Coode-Adams.  
Bottom Naturalised 
Narcissus and deep 
orange crown 
imperials, Fritillaria 
imperialis, create  
a vibrant show. 

“We knew we wanted to 
create different areas, but 
not in a controlled way”
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“People think you can’t grow magnolias well in 
neutral or alkaline soil, but we are pH 7.5 – bang  
in the middle – and we have lime underneath, so  
if their roots reach that they fail. But that’s part  
of the learning process. They are definitely worth  
a try and lots are doing well.” 

Sonia and Giles were recommended 
magnolias by the magnolia specialist 
John Ravenscroft, of Cherry Tree 
Arboretum, in Shropshire, and they 
now have lovely examples of Magnolia 
x soulangeana, Magnolia campbellii 
planted six or seven years ago, Magnolia 
sprengeri, M. stellata, and Magnolia 
salicifolia ‘Wada’s Memory’.

Feeringbury has been a labour of love 
for several decades. “When Giles took up 
his role with the RHS, he became busier 
and busier,” says Sonia, “so that’s when I 
took on more of the garden. We also have 
help from Ellen Fairbanks, our gardener 
of the past 17 years, plus part-time help 

Above The white metal 
bench is by Richard 
Bawden; primroses join 
the daffodils nearby. 
Below Hyacinths ‘Sky 
Jacket’, ‘Miss Saigon’ 
and ‘Apricot Passion’.

from Mike Polom and Sarah Streatfield.” Giles still 
works with the International Dendrology Society 
and the Linnean Society, of which he is a fellow.  
He also serves on the advisory committees of  
the arboreta at Bedgebury, Westonbirt and Hillier.

The dilapidated plot that the couple inherited has 
now developed into a most interesting 
garden. It has some natural plus points, 
including a south-facing aspect, sloping 
down to the River Blackwater and 
giving views beyond. On an acre of this 
lower ground, Giles started his own 
arboretum some 20 years ago, growing 
many of the trees from seed. Among the 
large number of varieties of Euonymus, 
which are a special interest, there are 
rare specimens from other genera, 
collected by Giles on his plant-hunting 
expeditions with RBG Kew.

Yet you don’t need to be a plant expert 
or horticulturist to enjoy this garden.  
Its scale and generosity of planting make 

“We know it is not a ‘designer’ garden. It is more experimental 
than that. We both love plants and that keeps us interested”
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Feeringbury Manor
The Coode-Adams’ relaxed approach to their 

garden has created a charming spring plot  
with inspiring planting and design ideas 

1 Create an informal spring meadow by adding bulbs, such as daffodils 
and species tulips, to grass. 2 Magnolia stellata is hard to beat if you  
are seeking a small tree for spring interest. 3 A decorative arch makes  
a feature where paths converge. This large metal one was made by  
Ben Coode-Adams. 4 Use spring-flowering ground cover to stop weeds 
getting a look-in. Corydalis and primroses are perfect examples.

NOTEBOOK
it a joy to stroll through 
at this time of year, and 
the distinct areas make 
it relatable to smaller 
plots. None of the bulbs 

is rare, but there are lots of them – so many, that 
Sonia has lost count of the different named cultivars. 
“I don’t care at all,” she laughs. “It is impossible  
to keep track of all the bulbs – some were planted 
30 years ago. Every year we add more and you can’t 
always get the same cultivars. It’s the combination  
of colours and the overall effect that I love.”

One of the challenges the Coode-Adams face is  
the different moisture levels in the garden. “There 
are many boggy patches and many dry areas,”  
adds Sonia, “but that’s how you learn which bulbs 
and plants will tolerate what. The damp areas,  
for example, are good for the native Narcissus,  
but hopeless for the tulips and Iris reticulata.  
It’s a fascinating garden from that point of view –  
it is teaching us something all the time.”

Because of their status in the gardening world,  
the Coode-Adams could be very precious about the 
state of their garden, fearing that anyone should 
view it when it was not at its best. In fact, the reverse 
is true – they are very relaxed about it. “We know  
it is not a ‘designer’ garden. It is more experimental 
than that. We both love plants and that keeps us 
interested and wanting to try different things.” 
Relaxed owners make for a relaxed garden – and  
one that shows its true colours every spring. n

Feeringbury Manor, Coggeshall Road, Feering, 
Essex CO5 9RB. Open for the NGS, every Thursday 
and Friday from 5 April to 27 July (9am to 4pm). 
Tel: 01376 561946 or visit ngs.org.uk

Below Daffodils bloom 
below the blossom-
covered branches of 
Prunus x yedoensis, with 
a backdrop of beech.
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