
Full of interest and colour, and  hardly any chores to do!

Raised beds filled with radiant but RESILIENT BLOOMS have 
revitalised Emma and Mathew Evans’ exposed Shropshire plot

➣

GARDEN MAKEOVER
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“Our colourful garden 
is so easy to look after”

 
 

Want a low-
maintenance 

garden as well? 
Turn to p50

 
Brighten 

up your beds 
too! Turn  

to p55

Crocosmia ‘Lucifer’

Achillea ‘Hella Glashoff’

Echinops bannaticus 
‘Taplow Blue’

Penstemon ‘Pensham 
Amelia Jane’

A big, flat garden in a big, flat valley can 
be a challenge. The dramatic skies 
may be beautiful but they also mean 
the plot is vulnerable to extreme 

weather, with plants lashed by winter storms and 
sizzled in summer sunshine. Add in a couple of 
boisterous dogs and a couple with busy careers 
which left little time to garden, and the idea of 
having an outside space bursting with vibrant 
blooms might seem a distant dream. Not so – 
as Emma and Mathew Evans discovered, all that 
was needed was some clever garden design!

The couple bought the cottage near 
Bridgnorth, Shropshire, four years ago on 
account of its wild, rural site. “We loved the 
location,” says Emma, a marketing manager. 
“We were surrounded by fields where we could 
walk our dogs, bull mastiff Bert and German 
shepherd George, and there was plenty of 
peace and quiet for my parents who were 
moving in with us. We spent three years doing 
up the house and the garden was the last piece 
of the jigsaw. It lacked wow factor and we 
wanted a garden that looked stunning.”

 
Turn 

garden blooms 
into potpourri! 

See p48

Bland and basic, but requiring lot
s  

of work to keep it trimmed and tidy

 
GARDEN
makeover

BEFORE

AFTER



The garden was tidy and functional 
but dull and unwelcoming

Carex comans  
bronzed-leaved

Achillea 
‘Hella Glashoff’ 

Mathew and Emma got their dream 
garden in just three weeks

OUR BUDGET
Clearing & prep £2,500

Planting £2,000
Oak pergola & benches £2,500

Raised beds £4,000
Paving £11,000

Lighting & installation £1,000
Water feature £2,000
TOTAL: £25,000

HOW LONG IT TOOK
Excavation 1 day  

Hardcore & marking out  
design 1 day

Building raised beds 1 week
Installing lighting & building  

pergola 1 day Laying slabs 1 week
Installing water feature 1 day

Planting 4 days
TOTAL: 3 weeks

OUR GARDEN 
PL AN

LOCATION
Bridgnorth, Shropshire

THE LOOK
Contemporary country 

SITE
Size 225m2 Faces South east  

Soil Sandy loam

 MAKE YOUR OWN 
WATER FEATURE –  

you’ll find a good range of 
reservoirs and solar-powered 

pumps at ukwaterfeatures.com.

 ADD A BENCH  
to a raised bed.

 PLANT A COLOUR-
CLASH BORDER  

and shock the neighbours!

SMART IDEAS 
TO STEAL

GARDEN MAKEOVER

SPEEDY TRANSFORMATION
The builder who had been working on the 
house was charged with bringing Darren’s 
design to life and took just two weeks to build 
the beds from railway sleepers and lay the 
paving. “There was minimal mess, thank 
goodness, and only one day of torrential rain,” 
says Emma. “Having just completed the house 
renovation, the last thing I wanted was two dogs 
running in and out covered in mud!”

The couple roped in Emma’s parents Jane 
and Brian to help plant tough, no-fuss blooms 
and foliage in the raised beds, safe from dogs’ 
paws. Achillea, geraniums, Japanese anemones 
and astrantia went in alongside drifts of 
echinacea and echinops for swathes of easy 
colour all summer long. Four varieties of 
heuchera and Brunnera macrophylla ‘Jack Frost’ 
bring interesting foliage tones while grasses 
Festuca glauca, Mexican feather grass and 
switchgrass offer texture. But the stars of the 
show are the accent flowers chosen for their 
colour-pop powers – and the vivid reds of 
Crocosmia ‘Lucifer’ and Salvia ‘Hot Lips’ against 
the yellow Achillea ‘Hella Glashoff ’ is nothing 
short of neon-bright!

The colour carries on for the rest of year with 
the startling purple berries of beautyberry 
‘Profusion’ in autumn, while the copper petals of 
witch hazel ‘Jelena’ are a late winter treat.

All the plants were chosen for their minimal 
upkeep and ability to survive in this exposed 
plot without any mollycoddling. “There’s hardly 
any weeding to do, just a bit of chopping and 
pruning,” says Emma.

MODERN MILLSTONES
The water feature in the middle of the garden is 
inspired by the history of the house, which is 
called Mill Cottage. “We looked up the history 
of our cottage and found it was originally the 
workers’ cottages for the mill just down the 
road,” explains Emma. “That gave me the idea 
of using millstones for the water feature and I 
sourced three from local reclamation yards. It’s 
my favourite bit of the garden and I enjoy sitting 
next to it with a cup of tea in the morning. I find 
it so relaxing. The birds jump on and off the 
millstones to have a bath, which is lovely to see.”

Spike spotlights illuminate the water feature 
and plants and can be switched on to light 
different areas. “There are no streetlights for 
miles around so it can be pitch-dark here,” says 
Emma. “I often turn on the lights at 4pm in the 
winter for a bit of mood lighting.”

Without a lawn to mow or high-maintenance 
flowers to tend, there’s plenty of time to get 
comfy on the garden armchairs and relax. 
“Darren has given us a lovely outside space to 
enjoy,” says Emma. “We now often cook and eat 
outside – my friends joke that as soon as the sun 
is out, I’ll have the barbecue going. My parents 
love it too – Mum is a keen gardener and the 
space has been well-planned for the future, 
when having a flat space with easy access may 
become more important.”

PRACTICAL SOLUTIONS
Emma had been friends with garden designer 
Darren Rudge (darrenrudge.co.uk) for years so 
the couple asked him to take a look. It’s fair to 
say he wasn’t too impressed by what he saw. 
“The garden lacked imagination,” remembers 
Darren. “Some planting existed but no thought 
had gone into it, and the plants had suffered 
from the open and exposed conditions.”

A total overhaul was clearly in order, with  
a design that not only solved the practical 
challenges but linked the cottage with an 
annexe built for Emma’s parents on the 
opposite side of the plot. Darren’s brief was  
to create a wow-factor garden that the  
dogs couldn’t dig up. “The challenge was to 
make the garden intimate and provide shelter in 
this exposed landscape,” says Darren. And it 
needed to be low maintenance as Emma and 
Mathew, a furniture retailer, both work full-time.

“The big trick was to link the countryside 
outside the garden with the inner space,” 
explains Darren. The design uses a series of 
raised beds to create five different zones, 
gradually taking you from open and exposed to 
lush and secluded. The height of the planting as 
well as the beds varies so there’s a tall, 
protective boundary of architectural flowers 
around the garden which slowly lowers to drifts 
of spilling blooms and softer grasses at its 
centre, to create a more intimate feeling. “First 
there’s a hot sun patio by the conservatory 
outside the main cottage,” he says. “Then there 
are two zones with benches built into the raised 
beds, which feel part of the planting and in 
touch with nature. There’s a dining area with a 
pergola big enough to seat all the family and a 
water feature that trickles away to soothe. And 
finally, a small patio for Emma’s mum and dad 
just outside the annexe. I chose to use straight 
lines to link the zones because curves would 
have been too busy in this smallish space.”

Claiming the vertical space in the garden, to 
break up the large expanse of sky above, was 
critical to the design’s success. “As you sit in the 
garden, you can be overwhelmed by the 
expanse of countryside and huge skies around 
you,” says Darren. “The pergola acts as an 
interruption in your eyeline, stopping you from 
looking into the distance by keeping your initial 
interest within the garden space, but also subtly 
linking to the landscape beyond.” The hedges 
of beech and hawthorn, interwoven with 
clematis, do a similar job.

“A designer brings things to the table you’d 
never have thought of,” says Emma. “Because 

you already use the 
space in a certain 

way, you can’t 
imagine how it 
could be used 
differently. 

That’s the 
beauty of having 

someone else look at it 
with fresh eyes.”

 

 
Love this 

echinops? 
Turn to  

p90

Heuchera ‘Binoche’

Crocosmia ‘Lucifer’
Japanese maple

Echinops 
bannaticus 

‘Taplow Blue’

Geranium 
‘Rozanne’

Euphorbia 
amygdaloides

Geranium ‘Mavis Simpson’

THE PERGOLA 
breaks up the 
dramatic skies 
across the flat fields.

THE DRAMATIC WATER 
feature sits amid creamy 
stone paving, providing a 
soothing background noise. 

PLANTS SPILL 
over the edges of the 
hardscaping, softening 
the straight lines.

A SMALL PATIO  
outside the annexe 
creates a secluded 
spot to sit. 
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