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Introduction

There is no definition of small that is – well – definitive, it would seem. The Oxford English Dictionary helpfully says ‘not large’, but perhaps it is this comparative quality that is important. Although the history of small gardens is also comparative in tone, what is certain is that the concept of smallness in respect of the garden is shrinking with each successive generation of gardeners.

This represents a challenge to our wellbeing. The need to wind down in the privacy of our gardens through productive and regular gardening, outdoor entertaining or simple relaxation will therefore require ever more inventive solutions.

RHS Small Garden Handbook addresses these issues of privacy and the productive use of a small space. It identifies your needs and offers realistic planting suggestions. This book aims to teach you how to look at your garden with a designer’s eye and how to assess and quantify what you currently own. You can then combine this knowledge with your plans and inspirations to discover how best your small garden might be exploited.

Help is provided with careful planning guidance and forward thinking, enabling your ambition to be realistically and positively channelled. The book will help from the start of the project to the detailed choices for materials and appropriate species that will complete the garden. Guidance on maintenance and management is also included to enable the garden to evolve sustainably into the future.

This illustrated handbook with its easy visual references provides an indispensable support to the creation and development of your small garden projects. Practical and achievable case studies help to underpin each chapter, and design references point you towards other gardens that might support your thinking and crystallize decision-making about your own plot.

Enjoy the journey of discovery and the fulfilment that comes from the exploitation and development of even the smallest of spaces – gardens that reflect your personality and lifestyle.
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Aim to be adventurous by using bold foliage and lively colour, even in a small space. Containers of all kinds can be used to refresh the garden and introduce new ideas.
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It is always worth allocating an area in which to relax. You can then sit there enjoying the surroundings and basking in its special atmosphere.





SMALL GARDEN

BASICS

[image: images]

When dreaming about your ideal garden you may well imagine the space to be much larger than it is in reality. Therefore when you actually come to design it, you should devote time to information gathering about the real situation and to organizing your thoughts if your garden is to be successful.

The intention is to identify and implement the most effective solutions, much in the way a professional designer would process information and possibilities. Fortunately there is also plenty of room for subjective and heart-based ideas and sentiment to surface during this planning process.







15 ways to… reveal your plot’s potential

1. Measure your plot

Ensure that you have accurate dimensions for your garden. Use a retractable tape that is 5m (16ft) or longer and keep measurements as exact as possible. Record dimensions methodically.

2. Check the levels

Note any alterations in height within the garden. The level changes might be easy to measure if steps are already constructed, but in a sloping garden look at how the levels alter against garden boundaries or use a string line to assess the slopes.

3. Identify existing features

Record any major features such as storage areas, trees, beds and borders and the extent of any paving. The measurements and location of these elements will help you to decide what you want to keep or remove.

4. What soil do you have?

When assessing your garden’s soil you need to establish its pH, which indicates its acidity or alkalinity. This measure tells you which plants are suitable for the soil. Inexpensive soil-testing kits are available from garden centres and online.

5. Is your soil healthy?

Gardens that are being converted from paved or neglected sites often have poor soil. Dig the soil thoroughly, incorporating nutrient-rich organic matter. In some cases new topsoil may be needed, but ensure first that drainage is good. Gardens that have been worked regularly and planted with care should have much better soil conditions.
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6. Pinpoint the character

Some gardens have an inherent sense of character. This may be related not only to how sunlight and shade work within the space but also to the age, surroundings and the hard and soft materials found within the plot. Take some time to decide on the elements that are important to the personality of your garden and how best you should exploit them.



7. Dig a little deeper

Although a new garden may appear troublefree it is a good idea to see what lies beneath the surface. Builders often leave their detritus on site covered by only a thin layer of soil. The original soil might also be compacted and need rotavation or aeration.

8. Tackle troublesome plants

Neglected, overmature or rampant plants and weeds should be pruned hard or removed altogether.

9. Note existing materials

Identify and assess the quality and character of the hard materials in your garden. Older properties often include brick or stone walls and concrete paving. Decide first what the material is and then on its condition and what you may need to do about it.


10. Can you borrow views?

Small areas can feel bigger if longer views or nearby vegetation can be successfully exploited, while less desirable views can be screened with carefully sited planting. Such considerations can have a significant impact on your design.

11. How private is your plot?

Small gardens are often overlooked by neighbouring properties. Although people have different tolerance thresholds for such exposure, it is useful to record those parts of your garden that are most open to public gaze and those where some degree of privacy can be found. Again this information may influence your eventual redesign of the garden.

12. Track the sun’s arc

Identify how the sun moves across your garden both in a typical day and across the year. In winter when the sun is lower some small gardens will be in permanent shade. This affects what and where you plant.
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13. Whose is the fence?

Check on the ownership of your boundaries. Some neighbours will not want you to attach anything, such as an awning, to the boundaries they own. Others may be keen to share the cost of renewal. More than two owners may be involved.
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14. Planning a roof plot

Check on weight loadings for your roof before planning any form of planting, especially if you are considering the conversion of an old flat roof. In such areas, plants are grown in containers or raised planters, but soil can be very heavy so use soilless potting composts.



15. Look before you lop

Check with your local authority before you do any major work. If your garden lies within a conservation area there may be limitations on what you can do. Trees over certain heights can only be removed after permission is granted.







Getting to know your plot

Before you start to do anything with your garden it is essential that you take time to find out what exactly you are responsible for. You need to take stock of its character and contents. Most designers divide this assessment into survey and analysis.

Survey information

Such an assessment is always factual and objective, but can include a wide range of information, from historical fact-finding to the size and type of brickwork used in the boundary walls.

Analysis information

This information is always subjective and based on your personal responses or feelings about the garden. It may include a perception of the garden’s character or a sense of comfort or wellbeing when you are in the garden. Sometimes this feeling or response develops over time as you become familiar with the space and how it changes over the year.

The wait-and-watch approach

Some people advise that little is done to a garden for the first year so that you can watch and discover what treasures emerge, such as spring bulbs or autumn colours.

By using this approach to understanding your garden you will be in a better position to make informed and considered decisions.

How to log the results

When getting to know a garden it is invaluable to use a notebook or sketch pad in which to collect information and record your thoughts. Photographs of the garden at different times of the day or year can be helpful in reminding you of how things change during the seasons.

Alternatively, such a logging job can be done electronically. The advantage of this is that you can access digital imagery and do internet research. Simple software packages allow you to create and add measured plans, while metric graph paper has a grid on which you can draw out your measurements and start to redesign the garden layout.
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The level of privacy in a garden can affect how comfortable you feel using it. Careful choice of boundaries and screen planting will help conceal adjacent properties.
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SIMPLE, HAND-DRAWN PLAN

Draw a layout plan of your garden including all the main features. Watch the way the sun affects the garden and analyse the extent of the shade. This will vary both daily and across the year. Explore the views out of the garden and the way in which neighbours might invade your privacy.
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When you take over a well-established garden you are likely to assume responsibility for several plants that are new to you. By recognizing their key features you can more readily identify them and research how to care for them.







Measuring your plot

Before making more detailed measurements, always identify and measure your boundaries and the footprint of the property in which you live as it relates to the garden. Simple, hand-drawn layouts produced to scale will enable you to start assessing the space. Scales of 1:20 or 1:10 are best for small plots.

The house

The house walls are likely to be the most accurately built and provide the ideal baseline for measuring. Note the lengths of each wall, the location of windows, doorways, steps and finally drainpipes and vents. Look at how the walls meet and if there are angled or curved architectural features on the building itself.

The boundaries

Record how the boundaries relate to the building, their heights and arrangement. Few boundaries will be straight. Start measuring from the house with a central line. All measurements should be perpendicular to this line.

The changes in level

Once you have drawn out the boundaries and the basic layout of the garden you can add any level changes to the plan. Steps and walls are easily measured, but more organic slopes are harder to plot. By using a gardening line or string with a spirit level (and an assistant to help) you can measure the height differences at each corner of your plot and at significant locations.

If you wish to create a level surface, even seemingly insignificant level changes can add up to a great deal of earth movement in a small garden. The ideal is to balance any excavated soil with areas that need the levels to be raised or filled.
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SKETCH OF PLOTTING THE GARDEN

The garden is divided by straight, perpendicular lines, known as offsets. Careful measurement will identify inaccuracies and the exact geometry of your garden.

The planting

Measure the planting areas and significant trees and shrubs. Pinpoint their trunks on the plan as well as their canopy spread (and therefore the shade they cast). Finally measure the location and height of any buildings in your garden. This will also help in assessing the way shade is cast.
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DIY DESIGN


Measuring made easy

Knowing the dimensions of your garden will help in quantifying its potential and scope, as the measurements are added to your plan. This is generally a job for two.

•Use a tape measure 25m (80ft) or 30m (100ft) in length, and a shorter rectractable one.

•Measure the façade of the house and its windows and doors as a basis, then do the boundaries.

•Take diagonal dimensions as check measurements. Boundaries are rarely straight.

•For odd-shaped plots, set up a straight line perpendicular to the house and take a series of 90° offset measurements at regular intervals to the boundaries.











Understanding your soil

In your garden, soil performs two main roles. The first is to support paving and any hard surface or structure that you introduce into the garden, while the second is to provide a fertile growing medium for your plants.

Soil has a fertile humus top layer (which can be 10–50cm/4–20in deep) and a subsoil one beneath. By digging a hole or trench you will be able to see the humus layer – generally dark and textured in quality. The subsoil is a mineral-rich, inorganic layer that can be very deep. It is often paler in colour than topsoil and contains stones, flints and coarser particles.

Most soils can be classified according to their clay, sand and silt content. Loam soil is a combination of all three in roughly equal measure.

Soil under hardscaping

Subsoil is a much better basis than topsoil for construction, although it may need to be compacted as part of the construction process to ensure that it provides a firm support. Therefore you should remove the fertile humus layer of soil in areas that are to be paved or have foundations for walls and fences. Store this topsoil for later use in any planting borders.

It is important when digging lower trenches for foundations that the subsoil and humus are not mixed because this will lower the overall fertility of the soil.

Clay soil

This soil often causes the most problems for gardeners. It bakes hard in summer and can shrink and crack as a result. In wetter periods clay soil retains moisture and becomes sticky and difficult to work. The increased water content makes it swell.

Ironically many clay soils are also nutrient-rich but this is inaccessible to most plants until the physical structure of the soil is broken down. The addition of organic matter such as well-rotted manure, compost or leafmould can help to change the soil structure. Coarse grit or fine gravel has a similar effect. The hard work of opening the soil structure by digging is best done in winter, because frost can help to break down the structure too. Crops such as potatoes can also aid this breakdown process and provide food as a bonus.

Sometimes water puddles on the soil surface, and when wet the temperature of clay is significantly lower than other soil types. Alleviate this by installing a soakaway or perforated pipes below the surface. Backfill with free-draining soil or gravel.
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Soil often becomes compacted and so will need to be prepared thoroughly before planting can start. This is especially important in new gardens.

Sandy soil

Sandy soil has an open, free-draining texture so there are few problems with drainage or standing water. It is well aerated but nutrient-poor, because the nutrients readily leach through its freely draining structure. The regular addition of well-rotted manure, compost or leafmould helps to improve soil structure as well as to retain nutrient levels and moisture content.
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Clay soils swell when wet and shrink or crack when dry. Such soils are difficult to work and poor drainage can be a major problem.
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Sandy soils are free-draining and leach nutrients so are easily exhausted. Often they are naturally acidic.
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Silty soils are fertile but suffer from poor drainage because their fine particles stick together and block water flow.

Silty soil

This is often very fertile but its fine structure often impairs drainage so it needs aeration and cultivation to break it up. As with other soils, organic matter and grit will help to improve silty soil structure.

Loamy soil

Loam soil, which is often considered the ideal, combines the main benefits of clay, sandy and silty soils. It has good fertility and an ability to retain some moisture as well as drain well. Loamy soil is easier to cultivate. The addition of organic matter maintains its fertility and open texture, for optimum root penetration.
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Rhododendrons grow in acid soils and go yellow and appear unhealthy in alkaline soils. Yew, box, lavender and thyme prefer alkaline soils. A local walk will show the species typical of your neighbourhood.

Soil pH

The chemical character of the soil, which is measured by pH, depends on the original parent rock from which the soil is derived. Soils vary from acidic (below pH7) to alkaline (above pH7), with a balanced middle ground, which is termed neutral. The optimum range for good plant growth is pH 5.5–7.5.

Chemically neutral soils support the widest range of vegetation, with many plants that prefer slightly acid and slightly alkaline soil sharing the same conditions. Sandy soils tend to be acidic in nature, while soils in limestone areas are generally alkaline. Clay soils can be acid or alkaline.

The inherent quality of soil is virtually impossible to change and over the long term all soils will revert to type if left to themselves. It is therefore the best policy to accept the chemistry of your soil and choose plants that enjoy those conditions. To find out the pH level of the soil in your garden, send a sample to a specialist laboratory or buy a soil-testing kit. Humus layers will vary in depth, but a sample taken 15–20cm (6–8in) below ground level will provide an accurate pH reading. Alternatively, there are soil maps that provide information on the soil type in your area.

Plants reveal pH

The plants that thrive naturally in your garden and neighbourhood are known as indicator species as they tell you the soil type, so what you can grow.


Access for materials

Many small urban gardens are inaccessible from the street either because they are part of a high-rise building or because the house or apartment has no additional external path or gate. Early in your planning it is worth remembering that soil excavations, clearance and demolition materials must go through the house or possibly in the lifts. Material will have to be bagged for easy movement and you will need to protect the furnishing and finishes in your home. This can add significant amounts of time to your plan.









Aspect & climate

Your garden’s aspect is defined by its position relative to the sun, and in the northern hemisphere it is related to the position of due north. Its aspect is a vital indication of how it interacts with sunlight, wind and local climate.

Position of a garden wall

Walls, trees, garden buildings and the house all cast shade.

In the northern hemisphere, a garden wall facing north will be cold and shaded, while a south-facing one will be in full sun for most of the day and will not cast shadows.

East-facing walls catch the first sun of the morning, and in the summer this does not create problems. In the winter and spring however any early sun will raise temperatures quickly. If temperatures were at or below freezing during the night, then plants growing on or against the wall may be damaged, especially if this process is repeated over a number of days.

West-facing walls receive the last of the sun each day and are therefore the slowest to warm up, because the temperature will generally have risen gradually before the sun reaches this part of the garden.

Garden microclimates

The way in which sun and shade move across a garden, together with air movement in and around that space, create a garden’s microclimate. In the northern hemisphere, gardens facing northwest, north and northeast will be significantly cooler during a typical year than those facing southwest, south and southeast.

Gardens surrounded by walls and fences are protected from wind, but those on high-level balconies or rooftops suffer more from wind exposure than almost any other except coastal plots. This is an invisible aspect of microclimate that can severely affect plant growth.
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Clematis thrive in a sunny spot, so check on the aspect and orientation of your garden before planting such sun-lovers in an appropriate part of the plot.
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DIY DESIGN


Crown lifting

•You can carry out ‘crown lifting’ to reduce areas of heavy shade from trees and larger shrubs that have become overdense as they mature.

•Ideally crown lifting should be undertaken before a tree matures because the wounds will be smaller in size.

•Remove the lower branches so there is more space between the ground and the base of the canopy (as shown right). This allows greater accessibility beneath the branches, and the increased light improves planting conditions near the tree or shrub.

•When pruning a branch always make the cut just before the swollen base, where it joins the main stem. This will deter disease and rotting in the trunk.











Getting to know your plants

When you inherit a mature garden it is important to identify all the existing plants. The best way to do this is to compare key characteristics against plant photos in a good-quality, seasonally arranged encyclopedia.

Trees

These are identified most easily by their bark, leaf shape, flower or fruit. The bark is recognizable at any time of the year, but you will often have to wait until spring or summer to observe other obvious characteristics. However some trees such as ash or horse chestnut have specific winter bud formations that can be noted.

Shrubs

Shrubs are generally categorized by their foliage, flower and fruit, although some also bear decorative bark or branches. Some shrubs are invaluable because they flower in winter.

Perennials

Perennials are often much more difficult to identify as they die back in winter and some virtually disappear. It is therefore sensible to wait until summer before making decisions about many of these plants, as most species will have shown themselves by then.

TREES FOR SMALL GARDENS

These small and medium-sized trees may need pruning to keep them in shape.
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1.Japanese maple (Acer palmatum) is compact, with good autumn colour and delicate leaves, in a range of cultivars.
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2.Silver birch (Betula pendula) is elegant, with silver bark, small leaves casting light shade and high wildlife value.
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3.Myrobalan plum (Prunus cerasifera) bears small flowers – it is often one of the first into flower; foliage matures to dark purple-red.
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4.Cultivated crab apple (Malus ‘John Downie’) is a small tree offering spring blossom and long-lived, colourful, edible autumn fruit.
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5.Fossil tree (Ginkgo biloba) often grows tall but with a narrow crown; this deciduous conifer casts light shade.
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6.Sydney golden wattle (Acacia longifolia) is a winter-flowering tree with delicate foliage and a transparent crown casting light shade.
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7.Cultivated pear (Pyrus ‘Beurré Hardy’) is typical of many fruit trees because it is now available on a variety of rootstocks and can be trained against a wall.







Evaluating your hardscaping

Within your garden you may find a mixture of hard materials and so need help in deciding which to keep and which to remove. As with your inherited plants you need to consider whether you like the hardscaping and whether each one fits your design criteria. Assess the character and the quality of the paving and also research how much you need for your new design. Be warned: it is difficult to match new with existing paving, which will have weathered.

Reusing materials

Natural paving such as sandstones and limestones are a pleasure to inherit, as are the more traditional sandstones. Small amounts of paving can be reused for seating bases or paved areas, but it is frequently better to start a new terrace with new material. Concrete may have been poured in situ (in which case it will form a large expanse with few joints) or have been precast into units to imitate natural stone.

Bricks, if they fit with your local vernacular, can work well when reused for paths and walls.

MATERIALS FOR SMALL SPACES
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1.Natural stone comes in a mixture of slab sizes and stone types (here seen with slate, limestone and granite). Gravel can be matched to stone types and coloration.
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2.Porphyry setts are available in many different colours; porphyry is an igneous rock that is often grainy and crystalline in character.
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3.The contrasts in colour and dimensions between brick and stone form interesting patterns and break up the scale of the garden.
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4.Handmade bricks and tiles can be combined for decorative effect for garden paving; check both materials for frost hardiness.

[image: images]

5.Limestone can be laid in large slabs as a formal edge to a lawn or as a path in heavily used areas of the garden. Limestone is available in a range of colours.







Imprinting your style

People respond to gardens and spaces in different ways. A space is not necessarily filled with beautiful plants for you to think it pleasing or atmospheric, and sometimes the responses you have to particular places require some reflection. This is a less tangible aspect of garden assessment, but it is an essential part of the process of getting to know your garden. To a great extent such an analytical process says more about you as an individual and is often related to your life experiences.

A garden’s atmosphere

Rather like when buying a new house, you are likely to experience a gut reaction to a garden when you first see it. There will almost certainly be something positive that you can identify within any space or garden that initially seems negative and miserable. Perhaps this might be relative to scale – a small and enclosed space might seem cosy to some and claustrophobic to others, overlooked by some and open and expansive to others.

The pattern of light and shade will often affect your understanding of the outdoor space. Dappled light sparkling through the light foliage canopy of birches can be a charming and endearing phenomenon, while the heavy permanent shade of a dominant beech or plane tree can create a sterile and miserable sense of permanent twilight.

Any negative response may be more to do with a lack of privacy, a feeling of discomfort with the layout or the sense of overdominant enclosure rather than a dislike of the plants contained within the garden.

It is important to identify and be aware of such responses, as they can affect whether you eventually change and develop the garden.

Exploitation of views

In urban areas, neighbouring or nearby buildings, with their blank or sterile blocks of hard materials, can often tower above a garden and block its views. Elsewhere views into adjacent gardens can soften vistas, and these can be exploited to develop a sense of greater space and depth. The Japanese call this technique the ‘borrowed view’.

It is useful to assess and define the qualities of the views from your garden in order to take advantage of the best and to hide or disguise the worst. Evaluate views by considering the way in which sunlight and shadows fall, the activity observed during the day – a view of a street may not be considered beautiful but it will change dramatically and dynamically over time. Sometimes views can be better by night than by day, as street and floodlights take over from sunshine and daylight. Roof gardens in particular need to balance the exploitation of views with the protection of the garden from wind.

Coming to a decision

The evaluation of your garden in a dispassionate way can help you to come to some conclusions about what has value and should be retained and what needs to be removed. Sometimes such decisions are difficult and may need time for reflection and to make sure that you have come to the right design. At this early stage of planning it is useful to ask questions about even the most obvious garden features and to consider all options for change, because this can generate fresh thinking and new ideas.

Out with old, in with new

When weighing the benefits of existing features against your plans for the garden, you should bear in mind that the retention of established planting will give maturity to the garden even though it potentially also occupies precious space. Larger trees create scale and a shady atmosphere or dappled light, but they may be in awkward positions and could have outgrown the garden space. Some trees with larger leaves will produce excessive litter in the autumn, yet provide interest in other seasons.

In some well-established gardens extensive clearance is an essential part of moving on with your project. However it is easy to lose invaluable assets in the process, so bear in mind that new plants – unless purchased as mature specimens – will take time to reach the same level of maturity as existing larger shrubs and trees.
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Sculptural cubes of oak form stepping stones through the softer planting forms and textures in this deep border. The peeling bark of river birch (Betula nigra) repeats the colours of the timber.
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Painted render can introduce strong pigments into the garden, and these can be repeated in flower and foliage colour. Gushing water adds drama and sound.
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A Mediterranean atmosphere has been evoked by the use of limestone and gravel planted with succulents and tender citrus trees found in such sunny regions.







Setting the agenda

When it comes to developing the design of your garden think carefully about how you want to use the garden. A productive garden will have a very different layout and character to one that is a relaxing retreat or a garden for entertaining friends.

List the features such as water, lighting or sculptures that you wish to include. Favourite colours, plants and materials can also make their way onto this wish list. Initially it can be wide-ranging, but eventually it should be reduced in scope.

Consulting others

When designing a garden it is helpful to visit other gardens to photograph planting and design ideas that appeal. Many small gardens open to the public from time to time, and these can provide useful food for thought as they reveal how other owners approach similar problems to your own. Keep a folder of images taken from books or magazines to help you focus on the character and atmosphere you seek.

Establishing priorities

The compilation of this wish list is fun and allows your imagination to fly. The hard work comes as you start to prioritize this information. The main restriction on the list is the limited size of your garden, and it is unrealistic to expect that everything to fit.

Simplify your thinking as much as possible, and place the main considerations in priority order. This reduction to the most important requirements simplifies the demands on the garden spaces and delivers a much more successful solution than ending up with a complex garden filled with many different features. The revised wish list can also help in identifying the cost of the proposed changes to the garden.
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Artificial grass is invaluable in areas of extra-heavy wear, such as this play space. The area has been partially screened by hedges, which help to link the space with the rest of the family garden.

Planning your resources

The reality of garden-making is that it costs money. Quite how much depends on what you want to do and how you want to achieve it. If you are happy to clear away the old garden yourself and develop the new then you will save money. Approximately 30–50 percent of the cost of a garden is made up solely of labour charges if you choose to employ a contractor.

The DIY approach generally takes time as the work has to be done in your own leisure time. The main areas of hard work lie in clearance and the construction of paved areas and installation of special features such as lighting and water. You could always seek specialist help for these tasks, leaving the plant choice, sourcing and actual planting to be done by you.
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Productive gardens, which combine fruit, vegetables and flowers, need to be organized primarily as work spaces although they can be enjoyed visually too. Paths must be wide enough for wheelbarrows and should be paved for ease of use and maintenance. Vertical surfaces can also be put to good use.


Can a designer help?

Employing a designer will add to the costs of creating a new garden. However a professional is likely to offer a wide range of ideas, which may lead to more imaginative solutions. They can support you through the construction and planting process, and sometimes they can save you money as they will advise against unnecessary expense.

If you plan to remain in your property for a long time then it is worth expending optimum thought, time and money initially so you can enjoy the garden to the full. Some garden owners stage the construction work in order to spread the costs.
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