
Whether you’re looking  
for a peaceful oasis in the city,  
unusual plants, or a place for  
a stroll and a cup of tea, the UK  
has hundreds of inspiring gardens  
to visit. Here are some of the best,  
including some lesser-known gems

1 ‘I love the relaxed 
atmosphere’ 

Felley Priory, Underwood,  
Nottinghamshire NG16 5FJ

Picked by: Martin Fish, gardener, 
writer, broadcaster and RHS judge

‘These gardens look like they have been there for 
centuries, but were actually laid out in the mid-1970s 
by the late Maria Chaworth-Musters. She was an 
amazing plantswoman with a great eye for design and 
detail. Her beautifully manicured yew hedges are 
cleverly positioned to divide the garden while allowing 
it to flow from one area to the next, with each area 
containing a wide selection of interesting plants. In 
spring the meadows are rampant with yellow daffodils, 
and in summer the archways drip with fragrant roses.

‘I love the relaxed atmosphere. You feel like you’re 
miles from anywhere – though in reality just off the 
M1, its noise successfully buffered by woodland. It’s 
such a calming, peaceful garden, and whatever time  
of year you visit, you’ll be inspired.

‘Away from the formal yew and topiary peacocks, 
the garden spreads into wilder, more natural areas.  
It hasn’t got the manicured feel you usually get with 
stately homes, though of course the Priory makes a 
wonderful backdrop. There’s a real sense this is a 
garden created with love.’

FAQs
What’s the history? The Priory was founded in  
1156 on the site of a small hermitage. The Chaworth-
Musters family became owners in 1822, but only 
moved there in 1973. Today’s layout dates from 1976. 
Best bit? The enormous early-flowering Rosa 
banksiae on the south-facing front of the house.
RHS Partner Garden? Yes free for Members  
Tues and Weds. 
Contact details? 01773 810230; felleypriory.co.uk
Disabled access? Wheelchair access to garden and 
tearooms; accessible WC; guide dogs only.
Can I make a day of it? The garden is almost  
1ha (2 acres) in size, so a good half-day with plant 
shopping. Bluebell woods open April–May.  
Cakes, scones and light lunches served 10am–3pm.
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2‘In May there’s a 
sea of candelabra 
primulas’ 

Melbourne Hall gardens, 
Church Square, Melbourne, 
Derby DE73 8EN

Picked by: Andrea Jones, 
garden photographer

‘Broad sweeps of lawn, avenues and 
unexpected vistas belong to an exquisite 
stately home overlooking a large 
neighbouring mill pool – truly idyllic.  
In May atmospheric mists rise off the Great 
Basin lake and there’s a sea of candelabra 
primulas along the banks of the millstream 
in the Long Border. You get good light and 
fantastic sunrises. Lady Ralph Kerr is an 
established artist with a wonderful eye.  
In her borders beside the stream she 
combines lemon, lime and lilac, yellow tree 
peonies and soft blue irises magnificently. 

‘There are wonderful wobbly yew hedges 
and a yew tunnel that allows shafts of light 
to illuminate the path beneath. There’s also 
a wealth of wildlife here: in the fountain 
pools I often spot a frog or even a newt.   
I’ve explored this garden time and again 
with my camera, but there’s always 
something new to photograph. As I travel  
a lot for work the garden is quite an oasis 
– a little piece of heaven. I drive off the 
motorway and into my own form of Narnia.’ 

FAQs
What’s the history? Laid out in the early 
1700s by Thomas Coke, Privy Counsellor 
and Vice-Chamberlain to Queen Anne, with 
George London and Henry Wise. Lord and 
Lady Kerr have run the estate since 1987.
Best bit? Robert Bakewell’s ‘Birdcage’  
– a wrought-iron arbour completed 1711.
RHS Partner Garden? Yes free for 
Members 2 Apr–28 Sep.
Contact details? 01332 862502; 
melbournehall.com
Disabled access? Yes; some steep slopes 
and steps; uneven paths; guide dogs only.
Can I make a day of it? At about 7ha 
(17 acres) it makes a good afternoon of 
exploring. Children love the paddocks  
with alpacas, goats, pigs and more. 
Courtyard shops and tearoom on site.

‘The floating trees are delightful’ 
West Green House Gardens, 
Thackham’s Lane, Hartley Wintney, 
Hook, Hants RG27 8JB

Picked by: Naomi Slade,  
garden writer and author

‘Full of details and surprises, this garden combines 
imagination with a sense of fun. The moon gate and the 
Paradise Garden, with its apparently “floating” apple 
trees, are delightful. The innovative use of fruit trees in 
the design really sets it apart; they’re covered in blossom 
and underplanted by tulips in spring, and laden with fruit 
and surrounded by dahlias when harvest time comes. 
They are a productive and structural leitmotiv: some 
planted as muiltistems, framing the views with a raised 
canopy above, others used as punctuation or trained in 
various ways. It is full of ideas for using fruit trees 
creatively throughout the season and I went back time 
and again when I was researching An Orchard Odyssey.

‘West Green is gardened by Marylyn Abbott, former 
head of marketing at Sydney Opera House, and it says  
a lot about her sense of theatricality. I particularly like 
the crisp design and “show garden” appeal. As you go  
in, you see this insane front garden full of clipped 
evergreen doughnuts, each circling an apple tree, frothy 
with blossom in spring. Along the garden wall there are 
pots of big juicy parrot tulips in terracotta, orange and 

purple, which chime brilliantly with the old red bricks. 
‘The Paradise Garden is an elevated pond with  

formal grass islands; these are interspersed with small 
roundels that appear to hover on the dark water, each 
one containing an incongruously substantial tree.

‘I find this illusion amusing and enjoy the fact that the 
garden doesn’t take itself too seriously, aspiring to 
entertain instead. It’s a real breath of fresh air.’

FAQs
What’s the history? Built by General Henry ‘Hangman’ 
Hawley in 1720. Victor Sassoon left the property to the 
National Trust in 1957; Quinlan Terry produced classical 
follies in the 1970s for Lord McAlpine, dedicating an 
obelisk to Margaret Thatcher. The lease was bought by 
Australian garden designer Marylyn Abbott in 1993. 
Best bit? The view from the main entrance is 
breathtaking and sets the scene for the theatrical 
designs to come.
RHS Partner Garden? No, Adults £9.
Contact details? 01252 844611; westgreenhouse.co.uk
Disabled access? Accessible WC; guide dogs only.
Can I make a day of it? The garden is 4ha  
(10 acres), so allow about two or three hours.  
Courtyard tearoom for light lunches, homemade cakes, 
biscuits and ice cream.
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‘It’s packed with  
flowers for wildlife’ 

Eden Nature Garden, Matrimony Place, 
Clapham, London  SW4 6DX

Picked by: Jack Wallington, garden writer and author

‘I used to go to this comunity wildlife garden 
almost every day when I lived in Clapham.  
It’s set down a little church path called 
Matrimony Place, which has a romantic ring 
to it. I’d lived in Clapham about 20 years 
before I came across it by accident and was 
blown away by the vibrant flowers, birds and 
bees. It’s surrounded by a large wall, which 
gives it a secret-garden feel. 

‘Head gardener Benny Hawksbee is 
knowledgeable about biodiversity and it’s 
packed with wild and ornamental flowers 
grown to attract as much wildlife as 
possible. In a world of landscaping for looks, 
this is an inspirational urban gardens to visit 
for butterflies, moths, beetles, bees, birds 
and all manner of other wildlife.

‘It really is small – about 0.2ha (½ acre) 
– but in spring is well worth a visit. There’s  
a hazel tunnel and clouds of cow parsley, 
euphorbias, tulips and forget-me-nots… and 
giant echiums, so it’s a picturesque hodge-
podge. But it’s a good demonstration that 

you can combine indigenous native plants 
with ornamentals from elsewhere. It’s unlike 
any other garden I’ve ever visited.’ 

FAQs
What’s the history? Since 2000, neglected 
church grounds have been turned into an 
organic community garden-cum-nature 
reserve. Volunteers raised funds and cleared 
the site. The Metropolitan Housing Trust 
funded a shed, gardener and administrator.
Best bit? All the insects visiting flowers.
RHS Partner Garden? No, but free entry 
for all. Donations encouraged.
Contact details? 020 7622 2128; 
edengardenclapham.org 
Disabled access? Yes.
Can I make a day of it? It’s roughly half an 
acre, so just an hour or so. No catering on 
site, but options nearby. Their honey is 
outstanding. Look out for pond-dipping 
sessions, bat talks and birdwatching days.

5
‘The giant yew hedge is unique’ 

Powis Castle and Garden, Welshpool, 
Powys SY21 8RF 

Picked by: Leigh Hunt,  
RHS Principal Horticultural Advisor

‘Powis Castle has been more than 300 years in the making, 
with layers of gardening, as well as history, carved into its 
hillside location. The steep terraces date from the late  
17th century – originally providing a formal setting for the 
pink sandstone castle. However, over the centuries, the 
neatly clipped yew topiary tumps have morphed into ice-
cream-like scoops that drip over the parapets. 

‘Colourful borders make the most of this sheltered, sunny 
position; the 20th century brought a wide range of new 
plants to adorn the walkways. The middle terrace reaches 

perfection in summer, while the top terrace, with its 
exotic mix of tender perennials, blooms well 

into October. There’s always something 
to inspire, and ideas to take home, 

from planting combinations  
in the lower garden to 

container ideas from  
the pots on the 

balustrades. Above all, it’s a place to sit and take your time. 
Every corner provides a view, whether of the borders 
framed by a hedge or the undulating marchland landscape 
beyond, so don’t forget to enjoy the garden at length from 
the comfort of a bench.’

FAQs
What’s the history? Powis Castle was built c1200 as a 
medieval fortress and stands above its world-famous 
terraced garden. Laid out under the influence of Italian  
and French styles, the garden has been remodelled for  
more than 300 years, reflecting the changing ambitions  
of the Herbert family.
Best bit? The giant yew hedge. It’s the height of two 
double-decker buses. Before the advent of modern safety 
lifts they used to cut it from the top of a ladder, balanced  
on bricks, using a scythe. 
RHS Partner Garden? No, adults £14. 
Contact details? 01938 551944;  
nationaltrust.org.uk/powis-castle-and-garden 
Disabled access? Accessible WC; guide dogs welcome. 
Can I make a day of it? It’s about 10ha (25 acres),  
so easily a day’s visit including walks. Large lawns and  
picnic area; café serving drinks, cakes and light bites  
to sit in or take away.
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‘It’s got the most varied collection of plants in the UK’

Sir Harold Hillier Gardens, Jermyns Lane, 
Ampfield, near Romsey, Hampshire SO15 0QA

Picked by: Roy Lancaster, horticultural writer,  
broadcaster and garden patron

‘This garden ticks all my boxes – and I can be there in 10 minutes, 
so it’s a regular trip for me. It has one of the biggest collections of 
plants in the UK and more than 600 Champion trees. It’s also home 
to a wide variety of wildlife and native flora. 

‘It started out as an arboretum with a large collection of hardy 
woody plants by the late Sir Harold Hillier, and now it’s a garden, with 
a lot more of the bulbs and perennials – even exciting tender plants 
such as salvias and other sub-shrubs. Hilliers is always trialling new 
things and new plant combinations. You can go there and guarantee 
you’ll see old favourites as well as something new. As a patron, I enjoy 
engaging with the garden staff, sharing and discussing stories 
concerning the plants and their origins. Students come from all 
round the world, and there are wonderful volunteers, too.

‘The garden is also a safe place for children. I enjoyed a recent  
visit with three of my young grandchildren under eight years old,  
and we all returned home happy and exhausted. 

‘It’s great fun talking to visitors, many of them finding in the gardens 
the perfect escape from boredom and an antidote to stress, 

 
particularly during the Covid restrictions. It’s the perfect place  
to enjoy some gentle exercise in pleasant surroundings.’

FAQs
What’s the history? Arboretum founded by Harold Hillier in 1953 
on acquiring Jermyn’s House and grounds. Given to Hampshire 
County Council in 1977 as a charitable trust. Sir Harold was knighted 
in 1983, just two years before his death at age 80. Now contains an 
unparalleled collection of oaks, camellia, magnolia and rhododendron. 
Best bit? In summer there’s an amazing double border lining the 
route up to Jermyn’s House.
RHS Partner Garden? Yes, free for Members in January  
and February.
Contact details? 01794 368787;  
hants.gov.uk/thingstodo/hilliergardens 
Disabled access? Accessible toilets and parking; guide dogs welcome
Can I make a day of it? With 73ha (180 acres) of gardens and 
arboretum it would certainly be a full day to explore every corner. 
For children, there are timber play features, swings and a  
woodland treehouse. Cafés and restaurant serve home-cooked  
food from local ingredients.
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Beale Arboretum, West Lodge Park, Cockfosters 
Road, Hadley Wood, London EN4 0PY

Picked by: Matthew Biggs,  
garden writer and broadcaster

‘The arboretum has been in the Beale family since 1963 and covers 
14ha (35 acres) inside the M25 – a fact that’s incredible in itself.  
It’s a fab place for a seasonal stroll, all year round. I’m aiming to visit 
every month this coming year. You can go and wander about, or  
visit with more intent. It sits in the grounds of West Lodge Park 
Hotel so you can have a lovely cup of tea and cake afterwards, too.

‘I like the idea that it’s a private family passion, where the 
enthusiasm has been passed on from one generation to the next. 
The current owner, Andrew Beale, is so kind and willing to share;  
he showed Christine Walkden and me around just before Christmas 
last year, and he’s so passionate about it. They plant 50 trees every 
winter, including a Sequoia Avenue of giant redwoods to commemorate 
the arboretum’s 50th anniversary in 2013. It’s a weird and wonderful 
collection of Sequoiadendron cultivars and an avenue of species grown 
from seedlings collected by Martin Gardner in northern California. 

‘The arboretum dates back to 1963 and there are 15 UK and 
regional Champion trees including Fraxinus excelsior ‘Westhof’s 
Glorie’, Paulownia fortunei Fast Blue (‘Minfast’) agm and 
xCuprocyparis leylandii ‘Castlewellan’. It holds three Plant  
Heritage National Plant Collections: hornbeam (Carpinus betulus) 

cultivars, swamp cypress (Taxodium) species and cultivars and 
Catalpa. There are familiar trees, too, such as apples and magnolias, 
eucalyptus and ginkgos, hazels, walnuts, whitebeams and rowans, 
dogwoods, ash, paulownias, robinias and monkey puzzle trees.  
The Pinetum is full of sought-after conifers such as Picea abies 
‘Acrocona’ agm with its amazing long cones, elegant Picea 
breweriana agm, Fitzroya cupressoides and Wollemia nobilis 
(Wollemi pine). Everything is labelled so it’s a great place to learn.’ 

FAQs
What’s the history? Arboretum established 1963 with help from 
Frank Knight, Director of RHS Garden Wisley, and Derek Honour, 
Trees Consultant for the GLC; it has been developed by three 
generations of the Beale family. Trees now number 4,500, in 800 
different taxa, many recorded in the Tree Register of the British  
Isles (Registered Collection 335).
Best bit? The conifers. It’s a fascinating and diverse collection, 
without being overwhelming.
RHS Partner Garden? No, Adults £3.50.
Contact details? 020 8216 3900; westlodgepark.co.uk/arboretum
Disabled access? Accessible parking and WC; guide dogs welcome.
Can I make a day of it? 14ha (35 acres) offer plenty of scope for a 
two- to three-hour afternoon stroll. Delicious afternoon teas are 
served in restaurant every day; picnics available May–September.

‘The trees are so diverse and intriguing’ 

7

‘It’s packed with ideas for small gardens’
York Gate, Back Church Lane,  
Adel, Leeds LS16 8DW

Picked by Louise Curley,  
garden writer and author 

‘York Gate is an Arts and Crafts-style garden created in the 1950s 
and 1960s. So much has been packed into such a small 0.4ha  
(1 acre) garden, it’s a great place for small-garden inspiration. 

‘It has been divided into 14 different ‘rooms’ by yew and 
beech hedging – which offer fabulous structure all year round.  
I love the fact there are so many details in the design; every time 
you visit you can see something you’ve not spotted before, such 
as how views are framed, or topiary shapes, or patterns in the 
cobble paths. It’s all really clever. 

‘The famous yew sails are really magnificent and can be seen 
throughout the garden, helping you to orientate yourself. There 
are lots of contrasts of shape and texture in the garden’s design 
– the carpet path, for instance, is made from criss-cross granite 
cobbles. The planting is colourful and exciting, too, with lots of 
extravagant topiary shapes and a mix of beautiful perennials. 
There are so many ideas you can take away, even down to the 
little pots of succulents. 

 

‘Thanks to the fact there’s so much evergreen structure 
throughout the garden, there’s always something to see,  
with lots of inspiration for creating a garden that looks  
good throughout the year.’

FAQs
What’s the history? Created 1951–1994 by Frederick and Sybil 
Spencer, with their son Robin. Garden laid out in rooms linked 
by vistas following principles of the Arts and Crafts movement. 
On Sybil’s death in 1994, York Gate was given to Perennial, the 
charity looking after those working in horticulture. The garden 
has Grade II national heritage status.
Best bit? The hard landscaping, evergreens and other structural 
elements provide a year-round framework on which everything 
else hangs. They’ve got the garden’s ‘bones’ exactly right.
RHS Partner Garden? No, Adults £7 (pre-booking essential).
Contact details? 0113 267 8240; yorkgate.org.uk
Disabled access? Accessible WC; guide dogs only.
Can I make a day of it? As the garden is 0.4ha (1 acre),  
it makes for a visit of a few hours – the perfect place for a 
morning or afternoon. Café serves coffee, lunches and cake  
such as walnut, lemon drizzle or carrot cake – all the favourites.
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‘It’s astonishing what you can grow that far north’

Castle of Mey, Thurso, Highland KW14 8XH

Picked by: Mark Lane, garden designer,  
writer and broadcaster

‘The late Queen Mother’s former residence on the northern tip of 
the Scottish mainland is not exactly the perfect spot for a garden. 
It is buffeted by salt-laden winds from across the Pentland Firth 
and Orkney Islands, which prompted the building of a 1.6ha (2 acre) 
walled garden to provide valuable shelter. It is amazing to see 
what someone can do, by creating microclimates, in this most 
inhospitable of places.

‘The garden shows the Queen Mother’s energy, passion for 
plants, love of gardening and perseverance. The restored grounds, 
often referred to as policies, are full of her favourite plants, 
including meconopsis, primulas, delphiniums, weigela, agapanthus, 
geraniums, old-fashioned scented pelargoniums and sweet peas. 

‘Crushed shells mulch the flowerbeds and create paths around 
The Shell Garden, which was her favourite place to sit with her 
corgis. This area of the garden is filled with fragrant old roses 
such as Rosa ‘Albertine’ agm and R. ‘London Pride’, under planted 
with marigolds, pansies and Tropaeolum majus (nasturtiums) 
‘Empress of India’ and Tom Thumb Series. The borders just 
embrace you, there’s so much colour.

‘I love the remoteness of this beautiful spot and the open  
skies, which really set off the garden well. Its walls are  
punctuated by turquoise-green doorways that open out  
onto the sea. When you’re inside the garden it is easy to  
forget the dramatic landscape that lies right outside.’

FAQs
What’s the history? Castle of Mey built by George, 4th Earl of 
Caithness and later inherited by George Sinclair, who changed its 
name to Barrogill Castle. Bought by HM The Queen Mother in 
1952, who changed it back to Castle of Mey and would visit for 
three weeks every August, completing renovations 1953–1955, 
annexing Longoe Farm in 1958.
Best bit? The East Garden: a walled border full of inspiration  
for anyone with a shady spot in their garden.
RHS Partner Garden? No, Adults £7. 
Contact details? 01847 851473; castleofmey.org.uk
Disabled access? Accessible toilet in the visitor centre;  
gravel paths; guide dogs welcome.
Can I make a day of it? The walled garden, surrounding grounds, 
animal centre and visitor centre offer plenty of scope for a day-
long visit. Tearoom offers homemade snacks and cakes. The 
animal centre in the East Woods has hens, piglets and sheep.

Gorgeous              gardens
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‘It has a personal, individual feel’ 
Kiftsgate Court Gardens, Chipping  
Campden, Gloucestershire GL55 6LN

Picked by: Vanessa Berridge, writer and author

‘Kiftsgate is the smaller neighbour of Hidcote Manor in the 
Cotswolds. It receives around 20,000 visitors compared with 
Hidcote’s 150,000, but what’s special about Kiftsgate is that it 
has been gardened by three generations of the same family, all 
of them women, since it was created just over a century ago 
(1919). So, it has a personal, individual feel and a wonderful 
sense of continuity balanced with gentle evolution. 

‘Part of its charm is its position high up on the Cotswold 
escarpment, a feature that its creator, Heather Muir, took 
advantage of with her terraced Italianate banks. The current 
custodian is Heather’s granddaughter, Anne Chambers,  
who took up the baton from her mother, Diany Binny. Each 
generation has run the garden for at least 30 years. There are 
only a handful of large gardens where the family still chooses to 
get their hands dirty. Anne’s grandmother had an amazing vision 
and an instinctive eye for design – to turn that steep, wooded 
slope into a Mediterranean bank was astonishing.

‘The planting is beautifully done. For instance, in the yellow 
border there is a superstructure of cornus and acers planted  
by Anne’s grandmother; a middle tier of shrubs including 

Paeonia daurica subsp. mlokosewitschii agm planted by her 
mother; and then there’s Anne’s contribution, too: drifts of 
orange Tulipa ‘Ballerina’ agm. The standard of horticulture is 
high, but it’s the sense of personal intimacy that makes it so 
special. And there’s always something new to see.’ 

FAQs
What’s the history? Created by three generations of women 
from the same family: Heather Muir (1920–1950s); Diany Binny 
(1920s–1980s) and Anne Chambers (current). The white garden 
(1920s) precedes Sissinghurst by 20 years; steep Mediterranean 
bank created in the 1930s. New water garden created in 2000, 
with gilded philodendron-leaf fountain.
Best bits? The Water Garden (below): a cool, green break from 
the profusion of colour elsewhere. The Four Squares, the first 
part of the garden laid out by Heather Muir: a gorgeous box-edged 
tapestry of pale pink and lilac roses, peonies and perennials, 
with a sundial in the middle. 
RHS Partner Garden? No, Adults £9.50.
Contact details? 01386 438777; kiftsgate.co.uk
Disabled access? Terraced garden at the top accessible  
for wheelchairs; guide dogs only.
Can I make a day of it? Allow at least 1½ hours to see this 2ha 
(5 acre) garden. Tearoom open all season.
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‘I love the fountain – so cooling on a hot day’ 
Elton Hall, Elton, near Peterborough, 
Cambridgeshire PE8 6SH

Picked by: Tim Sandall, garden photographer

‘I find the garden at Elton Hall a relaxing and beautiful place to 
visit. It has an impressive water feature in the main flower 
garden, which is cooling on a hot day. There are really well-
planted, tiered herbaceous borders, along with some wonderful 
views across the local countryside, and spectacular topiary.  
The Orangery is a great place to sit for a moment. This is not  
a massive garden but that’s all part of its charm.

‘Areas to explore include the ornate lily pond, the main  
flower garden (originally an Edwardian rose garden replanted  
by Peter Beales), the gothic Orangery (created to celebrate the 
Millennium), the rose arbour decorated with striking shell 
decorations (built for the Queen’s Golden Jubilee) and shrub 
garden. I visit lots of gardens throughout the year, but I always 

enjoy coming back to Elton Hall. In spring there are vibrant 
alliums and irises in purple and yellow, then in summer the 
herbaceous borders come into bloom – a masterclass in how to 
layer small plants at the front and taller ones at the back, some up 
to 2m (6–7ft) high. Then in autumn the seedheads are left to dry 
for their wildlife value. There are yew topiary shapes, dogs and 
peacocks, and a pergola walk that’s dripping with wisteria in May. 
I love being there – it’s a charming garden with intimate pockets.’ 

FAQs
What’s the history? The house has been the home of the Proby 
family since 1660. The gardens today are the work of Meredyth 
Proby over the past 40 years – an outstanding backdrop for the 
house, based on a design by AH Hallam in 1911, father-in-law to 
Sir Richard Proby. Elton Hall won the Historic Houses Garden of 
the Year Judges’ Choice Award 2021.
Best bit? The impressive Coriolis Fountain in the main flower 
garden by Giles Rayner.
RHS Partner Garden? Yes, free entry for Members Wed–Thu, 
Jun–Aug (except BH). Booking essential.
Contact details? 01832 280468; eltonhall.com
Disabled access? Some unsuitable paths and steps in garden; 
accessible WC in the hall; guide dogs only.
Can I make a day of it? The garden is 3ha (8 acres); website 
recommends at least 45 minutes to an hour. Café (and parking)  
at Bosworth’s Garden Centre in Walled Garden next door.

11 Gorgeous   gardens

AD
TI

M
 S

AN
DA

LL



Gorgeous   gardens

12
‘It’s a great garden 
for pollinators’ 

Yeo Valley Organic Garden, Holt Farm, 
Bath Road, Blagdon, North Somerset 
BS40 7SQ

Picked by: Jean Vernon,  
garden writer, author and bee expert

‘This organic garden is an innovative creative space, fresh 
and imaginative in terms of planting and ideas. There are 
explosions of colour throughout the garden, yet it remains 
stylish and tasteful, with pockets of interest and lots of 
practical ideas to take away. It is a meld of dreamy magic 
and drama – and full of tulips in spring. 

‘The silver birch grove has hundreds of Betula utilis 
subsp. jacquemontii underplanted with spring beauties 
such as anemones, erythroniums and muscari. A small 
but perfectly formed kitchen garden is filled with herbs 
and other edible delights, with tasteful sculptures 
integrated into the design. 

‘The avenue of crab apple trees blossoming in May is 
gorgeous. The gravel garden is alive with pollinators, too, 
with a thyme bank and beautiful herbaceous planting. 
You can meander through the planting to enjoy the drifts 
of self-sown flowers. Raised beds allow you to see some 
of the nectar-rich plants better and watch the bees at 
work. It’s a living tapestry of colour, texture and shape. 

‘The surrounding landscape is breathtaking: the Mendip 
Hills are to the south and Blagdon Lake to the north, so 
you can sit on a silvered, driftwood bench and just enjoy 
the views. The icing on the cake has to be the eclectic 
Garden Tearoom where the cakes are divine. The 
tearoom toilets are papered with clippings from the 
gardening press, and there’s a photo of me behind the 
door in the ladies – my aunt thought this was hilarious.’

FAQs
What’s the history? Located in Holt Farm, where the 
Mead family came to live in 1961. The land was originally 
given over to livestock and donkeys; when Sarah Mead 
moved here from London in 1992 she discovered a 
passion for gardening. Today it has been certified 
organic by the Soil Association and planted with wildlife 
in mind. Served as inspiration for the Yeo Valley Organic 
Garden show garden that won a Gold medal and People’s 
Choice Award at the RHS Chelsea Flower Show 2021. 
Best bit? The gravel garden – it’s alive with pollinators 
on a sunny day, and flowers in the raised area are at  
eye level, so you can really see what’s going on.
RHS Partner Garden? Yes, free entry for Members 
Wed, Fri and Sat, 27 Apr–30 Sep. Booking essential.
Contact details? 01761 258155; yeovalley.co.uk
Disabled access? Some accessible areas (call for more 
details); guide dogs only.
Can I make a day of it? With about 3ha (6½ acres) to 
explore, with walks, a viewing platform and a café  
for a fabulous lunch, you could spend a full day here. 

Gorgeous              gardens
GAP / CARO

LE DRAKE



rhs.org.uk86 The Garden | May 2022

Gorgeous   gardens

AD
13

‘The quiet streamside walk is a must’ 
Douneside House, Tarland,  
Aberdeenshire AB34 4UL

Picked by: Carole Baxter,  
Beechgrove TV presenter

‘Visiting Douneside Gardens is an absolute joy. The walled garden is 
packed full of high-quality organic produce and cut flowers along 
with a large greenhouse that has an impressive display of house 
plants and is a personal favourite of mine. I always love water in a 
garden and therefore a quiet walk beside the stream, with its variety 
of streamside plantings, is a must. 

‘The formal terraced gardens have plenty of interesting plants  
to admire and there’s also a relatively new arboretum to meander 
around. Finally a brilliant garden design feature in front of the  
house is the “infinity lawn” that has the most spectacular views 
towards the Grampian Mountains.’ 

 
FAQs
�What’s the history? Sir Alexander and Lady MacRobert purchased 
the Burnside Estate (now Douneside House) as a holiday home in 
1888. Gardens laid out in early 20th century; Lady MacRobert, a 
geologist, collected and displayed many plants in her rock garden 
designed by Backhouse Nursery in 1911. Garden now maintained  
by The MacRobert Trust.
Best bit? Views of the Grampian Mountains from the infinity lawn.
�RHS Partner Garden? Yes, free for Members except 23 Dec–3 Jan. 
Contact details? 01339 881230; dounesidehouse.co.uk 
 Disabled access? Accessible WC in Health Club; free carer entry.
Can I make a day of it? There are nearly 7ha (17 acres) to explore 
with waymarked trails across the estate; worth booking  
an overnight stay. Play area, and dogs welcome on leads. Full 
restaurant service in hotel, advance booking is recommended.
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Isabella Plantation, 
Richmond Park, 
Broomfield Hill,  
London KT2 7NA

Picked by: Arit Anderson, TV 
presenter, gardening writer

‘The Isabella Plantation garden is set in a 
16ha (40 acre) wood land, in the heart of 
Richmond Park. I love it because it is a small 
oasis in the expanse of the park, and there’s 
a wonderful intimacy about it, which starts 
at the ornate gated entrances secluding it 
from the main deer park. It doesn’t take all 
that long to walk from one end to the other.

‘With lots of narrow meandering pathways 
to explore offering left and right turns, you 
are flanked by trees, rhododendrons and 
azaleas. It never seems overrun with other 
people, as it is cleverly designed with 
varying height of shrubs, making it is easy to 
find a bit of quiet solitude. There are plenty 
of tree-stump benches to sit on. I just like to 
go there and hang out, maybe take a picnic. 

‘The rhododendrons and azaleas look 
their best in early May, while autumn and 
winter colour comes from acers, cornus  
and heathers. Invasive Rhododendron 
ponticum has been removed and the 
plantation is well managed, full of rare  
and unusual trees and shrubs, and plenty  

of space and light for woodland flowers.
‘It’s especially important for people  

living in cities to be able to enjoy some 
peace and quiet among the trees. It feels 
great to enjoy a bit of nature on your 
doorstep – and here it’s all free.’

FAQs
What’s the history? Set within a plantation 
of mainly oak, planted by Lord Sidmouth  
in 1831. Much of the garden seen today  
was created by George Thomson,  
Park Superintendent (1951–1971) and  
Head Gardener Wally Miller. 
Best bit? With so many mature trees and 
shrubs it’s great for wildlife – I’ve spotted 
nesting woodpeckers – and there are 
nectar-rich flowers and berry-bearing  
plants for birds, bats and insects. 
RHS Partner Garden? No, but free for all.
Contact details? 0300 061 2200; search 
‘Isabella Plantation’ at royalparks.org.uk
Disabled access? Yes, see website or call 
for details, including disabled visitors parking.
Can I make a day of it? 16ha (40 acres) 
woodland garden set within a 1,000ha 
(2,500 acre) deer park, National Nature 
Reserve and Site of Special Scientific Interest, 
so easily a long afternoon. Kiosk in Broomfield 
Hill Car Park serves hot drinks and snacks. 

‘I love the sense of solitude’ 
15 ‘It has such  

a strong 
personality’ 

Stone House Cottage 
Nurseries, Church Lane, 
Kidderminster, 
Worcestershire DY10 4BG

Picked by: Matthew Pottage, 
Curator, RHS Garden Wisley 

‘I was overwhelmed by this garden when I 
first visited, struck by its strong sense of 
personality, romance and for the keen 
gardener massive distractions of both 
surprise and delight seeing unusual plants, 
casually mixed in through the planting 
schemes. It was here that I saw Berberidopsis 
corallina not only flourishing, but flowering. 
This is not a plant you see every day – and 
was certainly a coveted sight for me. 

‘The garden offers a theatrical backdrop 
of follies, towers and wonderful walls,  
many of which are adorned with splendid 
climbers. Perhaps most striking are the 
wisterias, which will leave you gasping if 
you catch them at the right moment. The 
garden has an atmosphere that you don’t 
stumble across every day. 

‘It sounds like a bit of a cliché, but I was 
really struck by the spirit of the place – it 
has such a strong personality. It is gardened 
by Louisa Arbuthnott, whose late husband 
James was a former soldier who learned 
how to lay bricks in order to build follies 
and towers around its walls. 

‘There are so many microclimates that 
you find a surprising range of ferns and 
woodland plants growing in the shady spots. 
The more open perennial borders are 
brilliant, too; I was particularly impressed 
by large stands of Thalictrum (meadow 
rue). There are lots of plants you don’t see 
that often; here, they are growing really 
well. And there are loads of different 
cultivars I’ve never seen before. It’s these 
little details that make such a difference.’ 

FAQs
What’s the history? Louisa Arbuthnott 
and her late husband James bought the 
property, with its walled garden, in 1975.  
By 1990 they had created this astonishing 
garden and nursery.
Best bit? The wisteria in flower is  
truly breathtaking.
RHS Partner Garden? No, Adults £5.
Contact details? 07817 921146; shcn.co.uk
Disabled access? Access is via grass paths.
Can I make a day of it? Though only 0.4ha 
(1 acre), it is full of interesting and unusual 
specimens, so allow at least two to three 
hours, with shopping at the nursery. 
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‘It’s the perfect London lunch stop’
Inner Temple Garden,  
Crown Office Row, London EC4Y 7HL

Picked by: Rekha Mistry, kitchen garden writer

‘Just a short stroll from Blackfriars station along the Embankment, 
behind wrought-iron railings and meticulously clipped yew hedges, 
Inner Temple Garden is said to be one of London’s oldest historic 
gardens and it opens its gates on weekday lunchtimes for free. 

‘Before you enter the garden, the purple towers of self-sown Echium 
pininana agm steal the view – there are loads of them. But the main 
wow factor comes from the way you step down into the garden and 
the view opens up, with a large expanse of lawn, trees and a long 
border full of colourful herbaceous plants. It’s just so unexpected. 
This garden is astonishingly peaceful – the perfect place for lunch.

‘The path invites you to admire densely packed borders that include 
giants such as Tetrapanax papyrifer agm. I’m always dazzled by the 
sizes and shapes all along the long hydrangea border, too. Even its 
manicured lawn holds historic trees dating back to 1770. Resting by 
the pond you can enjoy the serene and peaceful setting, listening to 
a babbling fountain. Eyes closed, you wouldn’t believe this tranquil 
garden is in the heart of a bustling city.’

FAQs
What’s the history? Medieval records describe an orchard here;  
its first head gardener was appointed in 1307. The wall, railings and 
carriage gates were added by civil engineer Joseph Bazalgette as 
part of the Victoria Embankment, opened in 1870. In 1888 the  
RHS chose the site for its first Spring Flower Show until 1911,  
when increasing popularity resulted in its relocation to the grounds 
of the Royal Hospital at Chelsea. 
Best bit? The Broadwalk, encompassed by an avenue of London plane 
trees planted in the 1870s – a magnificent canopy at any time of year.
RHS Partner Garden? No, but free entry for all.
Contact details? 020 7797 8243; innertemple.org.uk 
Disabled access? Accessible WC on specified open days;  
guide dogs only.
Can I make a day of it? At 1.6ha (4 acres), it is ideal for a few hours 
at lunchtime. Special openings for Chelsea Fringe in May  
and Open Garden Squares weekend in June.
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‘It’s completely run by volunteers’ 
Holehird Gardens, Patterdale Road,  
Windermere, Cumbria LA23 1NP

Picked by: Nicola Stocken, garden photographer

‘The thing that makes this garden stand out is its atmosphere, its 
sense of place. Holehird is beautiful, peaceful and the setting is 
magnificent. From its highest point you can look out over Windermere 
and see the shadowy Lakeland fells behind. It is also run completely 
by volunteers – members of the Lakeland Horticultural Society 
(LHS), which has 1,500 members, 200 of whom are active here. 

‘The garden lies in a large hollow on a steep slope, like a giant 
amphitheatre, with a walled garden and greenhouses in the middle 
that date back to the 1880s. Island beds and borders are full of 
mixed shrubs, perennials, ferns, herbs and seasonal bulbs. Hills  
rise around the walled garden, with paths that lead up to the Rock 
Garden, alpine and tufa houses. You’ll also find four Plant Heritage 
National Plant Collections up here: Astilbe, Meconopsis, Daboecia 
(summer heathers) and Polystichum (ferns), all growing in their 
preferred conditions. 

‘Each area of the garden is tended by an individual or small team of 
volunteers, with overall development being co-ordinated by a Garden 

Committee. The enthusiasm, passion, love and care that these people 
have put in since the LHS started here in 1969 is extraordinary. 

‘When I photographed there, I clambered up onto the walls so 
that I could capture the garden in its beautiful setting, with a 4m 
(13ft) drop in front of me. I love to see a garden set into its 
landscape, and this is as good as it gets.’

FAQs
What’s the history? In 1885, Manchester industrialist John 
Macmillan Dunlop had the Walled Garden built with heated 
greenhouses. The Groves family moved here in 1897, then gifted the 
property to the County Council in 1945, to be held in trust. In 1980 
the LHS took over the Walled Garden, a tree nursery at the time. 
Best bit? The walled garden planting and landscape views.
RHS Partner Garden? Yes, free entry daily. Donations encouraged.
Contact details? 01539 446008; holehirdgardens.org.uk 
Disabled access? Partial; accessible WC. Guide dogs only. 
Can I make a day of it? The garden is 4ha (10 acres), so best to set 
aside an afternoon. Enjoy the children’s trails and buy hot drinks 
from the Visitor Information building. 
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