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hen garden designer Darren
Rudge first set foot in this
spacious Solihull plot, he found
himself standing in water.
“It was so boggy!” he recalls. “What | didn't
know then was that there’s an underground
stream at the bottom end and as the
neighbours’ gardens were raised on both

sides, all the water was draining into this one.”

But Darren, a BBC radio presenter known
as the laughing gardener, saw the potential
of this bare and square, but generously sized
garden and fulfilling the brief of creating an
outdoor room where the Tole family could
enjoy life al fresco.

“I'm from a farming background and love
being outdoors, barbecuing and entertaining
friends,” explains James Tole. “I'd toyed with
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the idea of a professional garden makeover
but it wasn’t until the first lockdown that we
seriously considered it.”

Both James and his wife Margaret liked
the simple design of their existing garden,
largely laid to grass with narrow borders
down each side and a raised patio near the
house with potted plants, a dining table and
a pizza oven. Since moving to the 1940s
house in 2007, they'd extended the borders,
filling them with exotic plants bought from
trips to The Lost Gardens of Heligan in
Cornwall. And they'd been considering what

they could do about the waterlogged patio at

the bottom of the garden. Long used as a
trampoline area, now their two children were
in their teens, this suntrap space seemed a
waste of valuable space.
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Fancya
new coffee
table? Turn
to p3l

SJWART IDEAS
TOSTEAL

V] FLANK A PATIO

with a raised bed of tall Mexican
feather grass for a secluded feel.

[Vl ADD SLATTED FENCE
PANELS TO A PERGOLA

to turn it into an outside room.

V] CUT YOUR LAWN

into an interesting shape.
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OUR GARDEN

PLAN

LOCATION Solihull
THE LOOK Modern living space

SITE Size 175 x 10m Faces North east
Soil Clay loam with added top soil

OURBUDGET 5
Machinery hire £600 Labour £16,229
Hardcore for soakaways £600
Building materials £1,500
Slate paving £3,000 Pergola & screens
£800 Paint £200 Topsoil £1,800
Plants £2,000 Pleached holly £2,000
TOTAL: £28,729

HOW LONGIT TOOK
Clearing site 2 weeks Setting levels,
digging soakways & installing pipework
2 weeks Building retaining walls, patio,
raised beds & pergola 3 weeks
Digging out beds & adding screens
& top soil 1 week
Planting & laying turf 2 weeks
TOTAL 10 weeks

HOWWEDIDIL..

THE TURF IS STRIPPED and an area at
the far end of the garden dug out, ready for
the foundations of the raised patio.
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HIGH AND DRY,
the new patio is a
big step up from the

I
waterlogged waste
of space it once was.

o

the flooding issue had to be resolved with
numerous deep soakaways. But above ground,
the plan was to transform the once-boggy
bottom of the garden into an outdoor living
room and focus for the plot.

The new design also proposed to disguise the
boxy shape of the garden by reshaping the lawn
into an oval and creating three distinct zones.

“A quick tip for designing this type of garden is
to use the rule of thirds: split the space into
three clear areas that are linked in some way,”
says Darren. “This is exactly what | designed
here with a top patio, lawn and lower patio area.”

Siting the main seating area at the bottom
of the garden made sense because it was the
sunniest spot, but it would also help to create a

The couple thought about raising the patio so
it didn't flood every time it rained heavily, and
were searching for ideas online when they
stumbled across Darren Rudge Landscape &
Garden Design (darrenrudge.co.uk). “When we
spoke, it was clear he was the right person for us
because of his love of gardening,” says James.
“We felt he understood what we liked, how we
wanted to use the space and how it could
complement the inside of our house.”

MAN WITH A PLAN

Darren’s brief was to create a contemporary
space giving year-round colour and interest,
incorporating the architectural plants the family
liked. Before anything else could be considered,

HUGE HOLES ARE DUG and filled with
rubble to create soakaways to remedy the
flooding issue, and a new fence is in.

PLEACHED HOLLY TREES /lex ‘Nellie

THE PERGOLA IS UP and raised beds
built. Work continues on the patio and fence
painting while a colour is chosen for the shed.

R. Stevens’ arrive to provide screening now
the perimeter trees have been cut back.

AN OUTDOOR
rug zones, softens
and feels fab
underfoot in this
airy seating area.

sense of escape. ‘It allows for a slow walk to
reach it, so you instantly feel relaxed, and it
works both ways — down to the new patio and
back to the house,” says Darren.

Knowing he'd have to prune the established
trees and shrubs on the boundaries, Darren also
incorporated screening ideas to ensure the
seating area wouldn't be overlooked, with
slatted screens and pleached trees.

James, a portfolio manager at a life and
pensions company, and Margaret, a teaching
assistant, were blown away by the design,
although it was a lot more ambitious than they'd
originally envisaged. “We went in with a budget
of £15k and doubled it. We were lucky we could
afford it but we did have to make some
compromises,” says James.

Covid restrictions meant that the process was
drawn out, taking a year from first contact to
completion. “But this was a positive thing for us
as it gave us time to really consider the design,
the costs and what we wanted,” says James.

THE SLATE FLOOR of the raised patio and

the pergola are finished, and the soil levelled

ready for the turf to be laid.

“We had at least one wobble over whether we
should spend such a large amount of money but
we could see the value this would give us. We
loved the patio design with the different areas
and the pergola. And it meant that when the
work did start, we were absolutely committed.”

BE GONE BOG!

Work started in March 2021 and took 10 weeks,
during which time the team uncovered the
original drainage system the house had been
built with, and added five soakaways, each two
metres deep, to solve the flooding problem.

‘All the soakaways were linked by pipework so if
they filled they would overflow into one another
and run back into the original piped drainage
system, which we cleared,” explains Darren.

James, working from home, was fascinated to
see the garden take shape. “It was so odd to see
it without plants though!” he laughes.

The new patio was constructed from sleek
grey slate, backed by a pergola made of modern
horizontal slatting. Raised beds made of pine
sleepers were added for plants that don't like
soggy ground conditions, and pleached holly
screens ensure the garden is no longer
overlooked. “There’s also a contemporary
screen at the top of the garden, which stops the
view into the space as you enter from the side
of the house, adding to the mystery and
surprise,” says Darren.

As the raised beds were planted up with a
naturalistic mix of heuchera, cranesbill, grasses
and agapanthus, the redesigned garden came
back to life. “It’s pleasing to the eye and
encourages wildlife - totally on point for a
modern space with the environmental issues we
face from global warming,” says Darren.

Architectural plants such as tree fern and
gunnera were added to the deepened borders
to bring a contemporary vibe. “These bring
depth and intensity to the borders, making the
fences, which James painted in slate grey,
disappear as the planting matures,” Darren
continues. ‘| also designed surprises into the
planting scheme throughout the year, like a
particular type of foxglove that has an unusual >

A NEW ELLIPTICAL LAWN is put in place

and the borders and raised bed:s filled with lots
of lovely plants!
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“We love to hide away down
here with a bolile of red wine”

flower, for Margaret who's the plant person.
The pergola was built for climbing plants such
as Clematis montana, Wisteria sinensis and
honeysuckle ‘Dropmore Scarlet’, and will create
an area of shade when established.”

LIVING SPACE

The Toles family is delighted with their new
space and how it enhances their lifestyle. “The
new garden is amazing,” says James. “It's now an
extra room where we can hold parties, and we
eat outside more. The new patio is my favourite
bit of the renovation and it's a space to relax and
entertain in the sunniest part of the garden,
used by all the family. We like this area for
morning coffee in the summer, and Margaret

and | sit here in the evenings with a bottle of red
wine, listening to music and enjoying the firepit
we've added. It feels like a modern, grown-up
space where we can hide away or entertain. And
[ love the contemporary pergola and screening
at the bottom of the garden.”

The choice of planting is also a big hit.
“We love the impact of large-leafed gunneras
combined with the tree fern, and the grasses in
the raised beds are a lovely soft contrast to all
the dark foliage below,” continues James.
“The grasses, heucheras and ferns have
established now and when we sit on the sofa
they're in our eyeline, so it feels like we're hidden
away. Darren really considered what we needed,
and he’s given us a garden we love.”

Darrens tips lo cope

with a soggy plot

" Clay soil is

* highly nutritious
but plants can’t access
the nutrients because
it compacts easily. |
Mix in horticultural Jl é
grit and garden L
compost or well-rotted manure to help.

" Use plants to help alleviate the

- problem. Willow and gunnera love

sucking up the bogginess of a wet area.
- Y. Some of the finest UK gardens
@ * thrive on heavy clay soil. Visit RHS
Garden Rosemoor in Devon to be
inspired and see which plants do well.

@ Use raised beds to create the right

> soil conditions for any plants you
love that need a drier home.

Airy grasses, informal blooms and lush
foliage combine to bring a natural relaxed
look to the raised beds and borders. “It's
pleasing to the eye and encourages wildlife
- totally on point for a contemporary
space with the environmental issues we
face from global warming,” says Darren.

% Mexican feather grass,
Stipa tenuissima, adds
movement and texture and
flops over the edges of paths
to soften hard landscaping.

% Heuchera ‘Forever
Purple’ is compact and
tough. It has ultra-glossy
purple leaves with fluted
edges and keeps its colour
all winter.

s Digitalis monstrosa

is a very unusual foxglove
that has a single large
bowl-shaped flower and
adds an element of
surprise when it blooms
in midsummer.

% Hosta ‘Big Daddy’ loves
wettish areas and has heavily
quilted bluey green leaves
that grow to a whopping
25cm long, with white
flowers in early summer.

% Crocosmia ‘Lucifer’ adds
splashes of vibrant vermillion
midsummer on lofty
1.2m-tall stems and takes
little looking after. It's
vigorous, so great for filling

a big bed.

% Persicaria affinis is a
semi-evergreen that copes
with damp conditions and
has lovely spikes of small

pale pink flowers that deepen
to crimson.
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