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Creating his family garden,
including a meadow with a
complex of mown paths, was a
real learning experience for
designer Adolfo Harrison
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LABOUR
OF LOVE

Adolfo Harrison MSGD describes how he helped
transform his family garden in Norfolk from scrub,
fields and lawn into a little piece of paradise
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Adolfo
Harrison
MSGD
Adolfo Harrison
MSGD began his
career as an artist
and curator in London
and Barcelona, before
studying garden design
and horticulture. He
worked at the Chelsea
Physic Garden before
setting up his own
design studio. Harrison
is also co-curator of
Cityscapes. www.
adolfoharrison.com
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e moved into the Old
Rectory on my third
birthday. The interior was
in disrepair, and making it
habitable was the priority for my parents.
The two-acre garden surrounding the
house, apart from a lumpy lawn, was full
of dense overgrown brambles, nettles
and self-seeded trees, and bordered by a
stream. Opposite the house, dominating
the view, was a six-acre sloping field,
which my parents eventually purchased.
Then, a decade ago, when I was starting
my career in garden design, my father
David and I started to plot how to create
an eight-acre garden. There was only
limited time and funds available for build
and maintenance, with my dad providing
most of the labour, and the materials
available having been accumulated over
the years. The puzzle was how I could
design a scheme that made the best
possible use of available resources and
time, for creating and maintaining a
landscape of this scale.
We split the garden into two distinct
approaches. We wanted to seamlessly
merge the majority of the garden with
the surrounding fields, woodland
and stream, so that boundaries would
become imperceptible. To do so, we
would work in large strokes that would
be shaped and maintained by lawn
mowers, strimmers and hedge trimmers.
There would be sensitive stewardship of
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the land rather than a resource-hungry
country garden. Then, as a contrast
to this shared landscape, we would
concentrate more time and resources to
the contained area outside the kitchen,
flanked by the stream, which we would
turn into an Islamic garden.
My father is an engineer, and is
besotted with the geometric patterns,
logic and poetry of the Moorish
courtyard gardens of Andalucia, but
this garden was also to be an ode to my
mother, Lolita, who left Spain to live
with my dad in Norfolk 45 years ago.
We designed this space to become a
shelter from the wilder nature outside its
perimeter, in the true spirit of the original
paradise gardens, with all the principles
of shade, water, scent, sustenance, sound
and enclosure you would expect. And it
is here where the family would gather.
The Islamic garden was developed in
SketchUp, to assist with all the levels,
and hand-drawn planting plans. The
hard landscaping was built by my father
and Ernie – a local builder who has been
roped into doing many tasks inside and

out over the decades – and comprises
rendered blockwork walls, reclaimed
bricks for steps and a water feature,
gravel paths and a composite charredoak-effect deck.
We wanted the garden to be plausible
in its location and not come across as a
pastiche, so the walls were painted the
same pink as the original coloured claylump render of the house. Within their
new context, this traditional pink has
been transformed to suggest something
far more exotic, and is a great foil for
glaucous leaves. A simple oak pergola
with a twin-wall polycarbonate roof
to protect from the rain was added as
continuation of the old parish room.
The planting palette for the Islamic
Garden consisted of plants both endemic
to Islamic regions in Eurasia and available
from British nurseries, and ideally
available as 9cm plants. We planted them
in free-draining raised borders, and in
this sheltered spot even tender plants such
as Ferula communis have flourished. The
scheme was designed in parallel bands
of one to three plants that run across

“THE PUZZLE WAS HOW I COULD DESIGN A
SCHEME THAT MADE THE BEST POSSIBLE USE OF
AVAILABLE RESOURCES AND TIME FOR CREATING
AND MAINTAINING A LANDSCAPE OF THIS SCALE”

LEFT The terracotta
raised beds of the
Islamic Garden
behind the house
contain plants such
as Stipa gigantea,
Alchemilla mollis,
lavender, santolina
and nepeta
RIGHT The oak
pergola overlooks
the Moorish-style
fountain and the
Millboard deck,
which sits out over
the stream
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“DESIGNING OVER A
LONGER PERIOD MEANS
THE CLIENT BECOMES
MORE ENGAGED, AND
THE GARDEN BECOMES
MORE ROBUST”
all the borders at 45 degrees, kept within
margins, separated by gravel boards
level with the mulch layer, which work
as guidelines when maintaining and
stop the roots encroaching. This pattern
offers its own logic-driven dynamic and
counters the strict symmetrical border
design, with the eye enjoying far more
planting associations in the process as it
works its way down the paths. We then
allowed self-seeding in the gravel paths
below to further disrupt the regimented
rules of the layout.
Linking the Islamic Garden to the
front lawn by the house are blocks of
Calamagrostis x acutiflora ‘Karl Foerster’
set along the stream, and a feature Buxus
cloud hedge. Whilst we didn’t have the
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budget of a designed garden, what we
did have was time and patience – the
40m-long Jacques Wirtz-esque hedge
was planted as 200mm-high bareroot
stock eight years ago.
The lawn was shaped into an ellipse,
and around this the grass has been
allowed to grow to the same height as
the adjoining meadow, to which it has
been joined in a gap in the old hedgerow
that was previously separating the
two areas. We’ve managed to give the
sensation that the field is now slowly
pouring down the hill and up to the
house like a lava flow.

Field of dreams

The six-acre field has been managed
in two ways. Around 10 years ago,
we cleared, prepared and seeded an
overgrown thicket around an old
apple tree with native wildflowers. It’s
a challenge every year to get the show
ready for the following summer – this
is partly because we didn’t remove the
topsoil during the initial clearance,
meaning grasses that were included in
the original seed mix continue to exert
their dominance, despite the presence of
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ABOVE The
18th-century Old
Rectory in Norfolk has
lawn to the side and
front, which gives way
to long grass to ease
the junction with the
meadow beyond
TOP RIGHT The
cloud-pruned box
hedge under the hazel
tree was grown from
small plants. Beyond, a
gap was created in the
hedgerow to mark the
transition between
garden and meadow
BELOW RIGHT An xxxx
arch frames the view
of the meadow and
some young arboretum
specimens, which all
have deer protection

Yellow Rattle. However, in June and July
it’s a spectacle of colour and an absolute
thrill to experience.
The second component of the field
design is the arboretum. We planted 12
specimens from the classic canon of trees
and have given each specimen significant
room to grow so that the full silhouette
can be appreciated and that they’re not
read in relationship to each other. It
was planted mainly as 1m-tall bareroot
specimens, and now some are more than
6m high. It will be another generation
who get to see this come to fruition, and
this emphasises the temporary nature of
ownership of the landscape in a pleasing
way. I would argue that the joy of seeing
these small specimens grow and become
individuals is every bit as exciting as
seeing them established.
One particularly successful device that
has ensured the immature specimens
already feel anchored to the landscape is
the deer protection built around them.
Having recently seen the efforts the
Japanese go to providing attractive longterm tree supports, even in the tightest
spots in cities, I’ve realised we need to
pay particular attention to these usually

unwelcome features, as they inevitably
are part of what we’re seeing.
The real success in the field, however,
has been the layout of mown, sinuous,
interconnecting paths. Based on the
width of two lawn mowers, it leads
your body and eye from tree to tree
and around and behind the topology.
This network of paths brings about a
circulatory feel of infinite possibilities,
whilst playing with the grass allows us
to retain the vernacular language of the
farming landscape. By managing the field
this way and cutting it down just once a
year, wildlife has clearly benefited, with
owls guaranteed to be sighted at first
and last light, and it is fascinating seeing
evidence of deer, fox and badgers using
these same meadow highways.
The next stage in our plans is
designing 400m2 of perennial borders
coming down the slope from the native
wildflower meadow. This will be broken
into long horizontal swathes based on
the existing contours of the slope, as a
counter to the fluid flow down the hill
of the grasses in the field behind them.
Each swathe will be made of a different
ecological matrix of perennials that as a
whole can all be strimmed and mulched
at the same time each year.
In many ways, it has taken nearly 40
years for both the house and gardens to
slowly reach the potential my parents
saw in it when they bought it at auction
all those years ago. You could say that we
would have achieved the same result we
have in 10 years within two years, had
there been the budget to do so. But would
it be better? What I learnt on this project
is that designing over a longer period
of time means the client becomes more
engaged, and the garden becomes more
robust, as you are more able to adapt to
inevitable changing circumstances.
I feel more confident now when
reassuring clients with larger gardens
that patience will be rewarded. Reducing
the design elements, and basing it around
an honest appraisal of the maintenance
available has also meant that the garden
has never felt neglected, and that’s
something I am now strong in insisting
on at the point of discussing the brief
with my clients.

WHO’S WHO
Plants
Orchard Dene
www.orcharddene.co.uk
Trees
Sandy Lane Nursery
www.sandylanenursery.
co.uk
Decking
Millboard Charred
Oak enhanced grain
composite board
www.millboard.co.uk
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