
The friendship and trust between garden designer and garden owner 
provided a strong foundation for this imaginative reworking of an open-

plan 1920s Surrey garden into something structured yet spectacular 
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Perfect 
HARMONY

The herbaceous border 
terrace, with black-eyed 
Susan and Persicaria 
amplexicaulis ‘Firetail’ 
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Above The pool terrace 
is fringed with feathery 
Miscanthus sinensis 
‘Silberfeder’, rudbeckia 
and Sedum ‘Autumn 
Joy’, while hornbeam 
lollipops stand sentinel.

Top right A textured mix 
of Miscanthus sinensis 
‘Zebrinus’ and M. 
sinensis ‘Silberfeder’. 
Right Added sparkle 
from Helenium ‘Waltraut’, 
Rudbeckia fulgida  
x deamii ‘Goldsturm’  
and persicaria.

This atmospheric garden in 
Weybridge, Surrey, has come a very 
long way from its original state. The 
distinctive layout was typically 1920s: 
very open with a small front lawn, a 

sloping lawn at the rear and, dotted around the site, 
some rather ordinary evergreen plants. Standing in 
the front garden would have given you a completely 
open view right through to the back and beyond. 

Barbara and John Marshall moved into the house 
about ten years ago, and the garden has been a long 
work in progress, in association with garden designer 

Fiona Harrison. That the partnership between Fiona 
and Barbara works so well is no coincidence. Each 
has a son born on the same day, and they met as 
mothers at the school gate some 20 years ago. The 
two women have been firm friends ever since.

“My husband John and I had fairly strong ideas 
about what we wanted,” Barbara explains, “and 
Fiona has been able to develop a scheme that suited 
us. Sometimes Fiona will say: “Trust me and give it 
a try.” We’re good friends, but we do have a healthy 
respect for each other’s views, and I think that trust 
and respect are the keys to success here.”

Over to Fiona: “Instead of giving 
me specifics, Barbara would pick 
out images that she liked from 
magazines, and these were a good 
starting point for me. I was then 
able to feel the atmosphere and 
work on a solution. Actually, the 
idea of the big yew balls came from 
a magazine photograph illustrating 
Alan Titchmarsh’s garden! What 
we’ve created here is a relaxed, 
comfortable, immersive sort of 

landscape. The plants definitely take priority over 
the hardscape. Even when the flowers have gone, the 
seedheads of the grasses hold the garden together.” 

When the Marshalls first moved into their new 
house, a plan was made to add a couple of glass-
box extensions onto the rear of the property. Fiona 
was called in to collaborate with the architect, and 
they spent time standing inside the house trying to 
establish how these additional spaces and the garden 
would work well together.

“It was very important for me to do this,” Fiona 
explains. “By standing inside the various rooms 
within this glass part of the house, I was able to 
identify ways of removing the perceived disconnect 
between the house and the garden, ensuring that all 
the views from both inside and outside were going to 
make a good marriage.”

The garden itself is a large site, measuring just 
over one acre. The Marshalls were keen to enclose 
what had previously been a very open space to create 
a series of garden rooms. The first job was to build 
the herbaceous border terrace in the upper part  
of the garden, just outside the glass extensions.

“The plants take 
priority. Even when 

the flowers have 
gone, the seedheads 
of the grasses hold 

the garden together”
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Dividing the upper and lower levels of the garden 
is a see-through, steel-and-strained-wire cable 
fence. Originally Fiona had designed this fence to 
be slightly taller, “but I felt it was too enclosing,” 
Barbara explains. “Simply removing about six inches 
off the top of each steel pole transformed it. Fiona 
also managed to find some turned oak caps for the 
top, which have now weathered beautifully.”

Meanwhile, the Corten steel tank was built with 
sides just high enough to frustrate the attempts of the 
two resident water-loving retrievers at jumping in. 
“We love water in the garden, especially the sound 
of it,” Barbara continues, “but we again had to be 
practical with our two dogs. And we planted up  
the pond with mature waterlilies – that was also  
to dissuade canine swimming capers!”

Within the framework of the evergreen yew 
hedging, combined with the twiggyness of the 
pleached elements, different grass varieties play a 
hugely important role in the garden. There’s a great 
emphasis on combining contrasting textures and leaf 
colours within the mass planting. Vibrant purples, 
ruby-reds, orange and yellow all create a sizzle 
amid the calming effects of the intermingled wispy 
grasses. The plants here are tough and hardy, and 
well able to withstand all weathers – and the antics 
of two energetic dogs.

The stone patio, with 
yew pyramids and  
a raised Corten steel 
pond for waterlilies.

Top Hornbeams 
underplanted with 
Hydrangea macrophylla 
‘King George’ line the 
gravel driveway. 
Above Graceful Acer 
palmatum, underplanted 
with Liriope muscari. 
Left The view across  
the lawn to the arbour. 
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“We had to change how we 
were cultivating the herbaceous 

borders,” says Barbara, laughing. “It was the dogs 
that persuaded us to alter our ways. At the end of our 
first summer here, we went in to do a comprehensive 
cutting-back and clear-up, thereby exposing quite  
a lot of bare soil. Our two lovely dogs then dived into 
the borders and dug up all the spring bulbs! We now 
leave all the clipping back until the end of winter, 
and that way our spring display is safe.”

Clipped yew cones serenely line the path that leads 
towards the steps to the lower part of the garden 
and the swimming pool. There is a limited amount 
of box topiary, although this is due to concerns over 
box tree moth caterpillar rather than box blight. 
Keeping everything neatly trimmed here is an annual 
task for the tree surgeon.

“We wanted there to be a sense of enclosure 
around the pool,” says Barbara. “Originally it had  

a mass of hard landscaping 
surrounding it, with a few cordylines 
dotted around here and there; it looked 
far too tropical for us. Additionally, 
there were some really steep steps 
that connected the pool to the house. 
We removed those pretty quickly and 
replaced them with a yew hedge along 
the base of the house. A low box hedge 
underneath the pleached hornbeams 

completes the ‘room’.”
So, out of all the gardens that Fiona has created, 

does she have a favourite? “The process is different 
with every one, but this garden is special,” she says 
with a smile. “The ideal projects are the ones where 
you are trusted. I feel quite nervous when I am asked 
to construct a garden and then it’s made clear at 
the end that I’m not wanted any more. I think that 
to stay connected to a garden over time is the best 
relationship ever.”

Barbara elaborates: “When your garden has been 
built, that’s not the end of the journey. In fact, it’s 
really only the beginning. Recent weather has been 
pretty hostile, and some of the original plants didn’t 
make it through the winter. My attitude is that if 
something dies, then that’s an opportunity to try 
something else. And that’s what you get with a 
trusting relationship. In 20 years, Fiona and I have 
never fallen out or had a cross word.” n

Top Lines of pleached 
hornbeams, with low box 
hedges beneath, create 
a sense of enclosure 
around the pool. 
Above Rudbeckia fulgida 
x deamii ‘Goldsturm’.

“Winters are hostile 
here. My attitude is that 
if something dies, then 

that’s an opportunity to 
try something else” 


