
T H E O B A L D S 
F A R M H O U S E

Armed with irrepressible drive and enthusiasm, garden designer Alison 
Green has transformed rough grass and thicket into a stage for creative 

landscaping and planting at her home near Enfield, in north London 
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THEATRE

In front of the house, 
curvy box forms a knot 
garden, while wisteria 
frames the front door. 
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P ractise what you preach is a 
worthwhile mantra to live your life by, 
but it’s often not as easy as it sounds. 
Unless you are garden designer Alison 
Green, who has created a collection 

of beautiful garden rooms at her home, Theobalds 
Farmhouse, with the principles and practices of 
garden design very much at their heart. Field and 
“horrible woodland thicket” were what she faced 
on moving here in July 1999, but she got to work 
straight away and within a year, the beginnings of  
a garden were starting to form. “The attraction was 
that there was no garden here at all. I started with 
nothing, but that was brilliant – I could do exactly 
what I wanted,” she says. 

Among the first areas to be developed were  
the little gardens around the Jacobean farmhouse. 
Curvaceous knot gardens on either side of the front 
door reflect the building’s period. To the left and 
right of the house sit two further gardens, while 
nestled at the back is a small courtyard – the area 
Alison tackled first. “It faces due north and gets no 
sunlight at all for six months of the year. Because  
I was working as a garden designer, I was thinking 
about the sort of gardens people would have at 
home, and I wanted to showcase all the interesting 
things you could do with these spaces,” says Alison. 
Now that sunless courtyard, despite being one of the 
garden’s smallest spaces, is where visitors linger the 
longest, taking in the clever, shade-tolerant planting.

With the area immediately around the farmhouse 
under control, Alison began to tackle the field 
beyond. The first feature to be created was a large 
colour-themed border of blue and pale lemon, after 
some hard work double digging the heavy London 
clay soil. Alison says this was so bad when they first 
moved in that it could have been stuck straight onto 
a potter’s wheel, but it was improved greatly by the 
tonnes of mushroom compost she has brought in. 

“I wanted to prove that you can have a purely 
herbaceous border with a really long flowering 
season,” she says. That season starts early, with 
reticulata irises and pulmonaria, followed by forget-
me-nots and white Allium ‘Mount Everest’, before 
deep-blue aconites come into flower with daylilies 
and towering creamy-yellow Cephalaria gigantea. 
“The daylily is planted all the way along the border,” 
Alison explains. “It helps to hang it together.”

After that, it was only a matter of time before 
the rest of the two-acre site was transformed, its 
rough grass and impenetrable thicket succumbing 
to Alison’s indefatigable drive. One large rectangle 
of turf remains, a calm counterpoint to the different 
areas that surround it, each with their own moods 
and themes. There’s a woodland walk that makes 
the most of existing boundary trees, a jewel garden, 
inspired by that of Monty Don and using the same 
rich glowing tones, a vegetable garden, a spring walk 

Yellow hemerocallis  
are the highlights in  
a backdrop of blue 
echinops, campanula, 
clematis and Cornus 
controversa ‘Variegata’.



JULY 2018  THE ENGLISH GARDEN   41

there are peaches and apricots, and instead of rich 
purple, there are mauves and lavenders. Here, pale-
peach alstroemerias grow through lilac salvias and 
campanulas. Earlier in the year there are salmon-
coloured tulips and pale jonquil daffodils.

Beyond that is one of the garden’s most impressive 
features – a large swimming pond – and behind that 
a wildlife pond and stream, which were created from 
an old drainage ditch that Alison soon discovered 
had been used as a dumping ground for all manner 
of rubbish. Spoil from the swimming pond came 
in handy for levelling some of the garden’s rooms, 
since the entire site slopes to the east. “We’ve tried 
to have a more plant-oriented take on a swimming 
pond,” says Alison, so as well as the required 
water-purifying reedbed, space was also created for 
waterlilies and irises. “We dug up tonnes and tonnes 
of rubbish,” she recalls, “but now we have ducks and 
moorhens, and bats come down at night. We don’t 

Top The unusual grassy 
spiral landform is based 
on golden section 
measurements. 
Right Orange-red 
heleniums contrast with 
Allium sphaerocephalon 
in the hot border. 
Below The swimming 
pond’s planting was 
designed to be colourful 
as well as functional. 

of fruit trees underplanted with bulbs, and an exotic 
border in shades of magenta, carmine and red. 

“A hedge hides the hot border,” Alison says,  
“so people don’t know what’s coming next.” Using 
the same trick, big clumps of Eucomis ‘Sparkling 
Burgundy’ and purple Allium sphaerocephalon are 
repeated along its length, along with giant stands 
of yellow-flowered Helianthus ‘Lemon Queen’ and 
inula, Rudbeckia laciniata ‘Herbstsonne’ and rusty 
heleniums. There are even a few roses mixed in, such 
as ‘Dusky Maiden’, copper-orange ‘Fellowship’ and 
deep crimson ‘William Shakespeare 2000’.

The spring walk uses the same colour scheme, 
but taken down a notch. Instead of vibrant orange 



use it as much as we used 
to with the children, but we 
still do occasionally, and it’s 
gorgeous in a hot summer.”

“What have you done 
to my cricket pitch?” was 
Alison’s son’s reaction to another of her additions: a 
raised landform in the shape of a golden section spiral, 
created from the spoil that resulted from levelling other 
parts of the garden. “I wanted to turn a long, linear 
space that people just walked through into a more 
static space that people would stay in, but without the 
solid hedges of a garden room,” Alison explains. Slim, 
white-trunked silver birch surround it like pillars, and 
join above it to form a ‘roof’. “It’s a creative way of using 
up spoil from other works, and of creating a garden 
room in a very different way,” she says. In spring, it’s 
decorated with white daffodils. 

Each year, Alison continues to develop and refine her 
garden with as much passion and enthusiasm as she had 
when she moved here almost two decades ago. A box 
parterre, blighted by disease, has recently been removed 
and a new gravel garden is taking shape in its place. This 
year’s big project is the arrival of a greenhouse that will 
be taking pride of place in the vegetable garden. “I’m 
sure I’ll fill in the empty rectangle of grass one day,” 
Alison says, “and I want much bigger borders in the 
mosaic garden – it’s just finding the time to cut the grass 
out and extend the borders there.” This is both a garden 
and a gardener that give you the impression it’s unlikely 
the work will stop there. n

Theobalds Farmhouse opens to groups by appointment. 
Email alison.g.green@talk21.com for information.

Top Julie’s Mondrian-
inspired knot garden, 
with Lilium ‘Nerone’  
in the foreground. 
Above Huge white 
globes of Hydrangea 
arborescens ‘Annabelle’.4

Theobalds Farmhouse
Thoughtful planting and colour coordination is 
combined with a garden-room layout to create  

a cohesive yet diverse garden 

1 Some areas have been levelled with the addition of low retaining 
walls to allow for the installation of fountains. 2 Yew hedging divides 

many of the rooms and was planted early in the garden’s development, 
along with lots of specimen trees. 3 Cerise daylilies clash with scarlet 
Crocosmia ‘Lucifer’ in the best possible way. 4 The spring walk has a 

softer colour scheme, using alstroemeria, salvia and campanula.
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Above At the far end  
of the garden, a wildlife 
pond and stream work 
to balance the more 
formal garden rooms 
that precede it.


