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introduction

Modern gardens are for modern living. They are well-designed plots that both look great and function well.

Some may interpret ‘modern’ as ‘minimal’. Yes, they can be minimal, pared back to the basic elements, perhaps with a higher proportion of hard landscaping to soft in some cases, but that preconception is never a given. There are many great modern spaces made up of predominantly ‘soft elements’ of lawns, plants and wildflowers; as with all good garden design and gardening, it’s how they’re conceived, put together and developed over time that makes the difference. Modern spaces certainly don’t have to be in an urban setting either or alongside a modern property and can look stunning in any locale whether it’s rural, suburban or right in the heart of a city.

With a clear vision, the results can be spectacular. Many garden styles mimic nature to a degree whereas modern gardens are more likely to take their inspiration from it and then distil, stylise and often simplify it. ‘Clean lines’ are a signature of a modern space. Sure, straight lines and rectilinear grid layouts can work well in the right setting, often leading to a garden with an organised, modern feel but there are many fabulous contemporary gardens based on sinuous, fluid lines and smooth arcs too.

I believe gardening should never feel like a chore. The amount of time one has to garden is a huge factor these days so perhaps a modern space is the perfect solution for you? The combined layout, choice of landscaping materials, plants and planting style can make a significant difference to the amount of time you’ll need to put into it. There are also many time-saving products like computer-operated irrigation systems and robot mowers that can be adopted to potentially allow you to spend more time on the most pleasurable aspects of gardening, or simply more time to chill and entertain in it.

You may know you want a modern garden but have inherited a plot with many disparate elements? Before ripping them all out and starting over with a blank canvas, it’s important to consider the value of each. I’ve designed and viewed many modern gardens that have kept their ‘sense of place’ by retaining some valuable older features and characterful plants, yet have cleverly edited and updated them to fit with the new vision. Landscaping materials, plants and planting style can make a significant difference to the amount of time you’ll need to put into it.

I view versatility as a key component of a contemporary space too. Perhaps an outdoor room that performs well for a variety of uses (relaxing/dining/entertaining/exercise/gardening), yet isn’t dominated by any one of them and always feels like a sanctuary to escape into and connect with nature.

I have been designing and landscaping contemporary spaces for over 30 years. This book captures my thought process and approach. A great garden can take years to develop and is never truly finished, yet I can’t stress how important it is to have a clear idea of where you’re heading first, which will save you time, money and heartache in the long run. I hope this book provides both inspiration and practical advice to give you the confidence to create something special, unique and personal in your outside space.

Joe
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design considerations








assessing your plot

Designing a successful garden goes way beyond just putting in materials and plants and standing back to admire it, as if it’s a static installation that will stay the same forever. The fifth dimension of ‘time’ plays a huge part and is something to be respected and celebrated as it keeps our gardens fresh, changing throughout the seasons and developing year on year.

Longevity is the key to creating a really successful garden and to do this you’ll need to understand as much about your unique site as possible as it will affect how you lay it out as well as what plants will thrive where. An experienced gardener will understand the range of possibilities and restrictions from the soil and aspect and work within them; a ‘virgin’ gardener will need to learn and along the way will experience both success and failure on occasion (as we all have and still do!).

Analysing the site specifics and being scientific (the art is there but comes later) will get the best from it and see quicker results. I can’t stress enough how important it is to ‘go with’ the existing natural elements of your garden’s aspect, soil and setting to achieve success, rather than fighting what you have.

Sketch out a site analysis

Here we’re ‘building up a profile’ of your garden to help make sense of it: the good, bad and ugly! Roughly measure out (or approach it more accurately if you want to develop a garden plan yourself in future) your garden. As you go through the process below, sketch onto it a few bubbles and arrows and annotate key and notable issues like ‘full shade’, ‘steep slope’, ‘privacy issue from No. 30 top windows’, ‘excellent soil’, ‘poor soil’ or ‘boggy soil’, ‘potential view from kitchen window’, ‘keep characterful mature magnolia tree?’, ‘disguise garage?’, etc. This is what I do, and it really helps when coming up with a site-specific design solution and ensures nothing’s been left out.
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What is ‘aspect’?

The ‘aspect’ is the way your garden faces, which defines the areas that get plenty of sun and those that are thrown into shadow for all or part of the day. The simplest way to work out your aspect is to stand outside the back wall of your house with a compass or look at a map online and, presuming the garden is relatively square or rectangular, find out which way is south. If south is directly ahead of you then the garden is ‘south facing’, which means that you will have plenty of sun shining towards the back of the house. Mark this on your sketch and add in north, east and west. In this scenario, your back fence is the ‘north-facing’ fence, which will be pretty much in shade all day. The left-hand fence will be on the eastern side of the garden and be ‘west-facing’ and get the afternoon/evening sun. The right-hand fence or wall will be your west fence, which is east-facing and will get some morning sun.

If you have lived in your home for a period of time, you’ll probably already have a good understanding of your aspect and the way the sun moves across the garden, throwing certain areas into shade.

Buildings or trees may overshadow your garden and therefore increase shade in certain areas. As you start to build up a profile of the garden, you’ll be able to marry these with your brief; for example, if you want a shady seating area there may be an obvious shady place where it would work well, or maybe a priority is to grow sun-loving plants or some edibles, which will require the sunniest spots.



Slopes

Which way your garden slopes (or doesn’t) will either increase or negate the amount and spells of shade in the garden. Say the garden is north-facing and the garden slopes down, away from the house, the shade will be increased as a result. Slopes are also a factor when considering the garden layout as the siting and/or moving of retaining walls and steps to level areas off could have huge implications on moving or excavating large quantities of soil and subsoil. Ideally, any existing soil on site can be cleverly relocated within the garden rather than costing a small fortune to remove and skip (see the levels and steps chapter).
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Simple solution with corten steel risers and gravel tread!
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Challenging climates

The climate and aspect of the surrounding area where you live will give you plenty of clues as to what will grow well in your garden. While you assess your aspect, consider the local climatic conditions and how extreme they are. Are you exposed to harsh winds from certain directions? Do you live in a particularly wet or dry part of the country? Coastal areas will be windy, but are often milder than inland areas, whereas inland areas will be more extreme and tend to get hotter in the summer and colder in the winter. Pockets of microclimates are also created, for example in urban areas, which can significantly change the temperatures, the way the wind works and levels of rainfall, which will ultimately affect your garden and your plants.
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Boundaries, surfaces and reclaiming elements

Roughly note any boundaries (including heights) and surfaces (quantities) that you are considering retaining, removing or can possibly be relocated.
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Rusty colours tie into the planting with these orange geums.
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Soil

Understanding the soil in your garden is extremely important and will certainly determine the plants you can grow. If you have varying areas of good soil and poor soil, this may also be a key factor in the overall layout of your garden. You’ll want to make sure the planting areas exploit the good soil and, of course, the hard landscaping areas will work whatever the soil is like underneath so could easily be sited on the poorer areas. Depending on the size of your garden, it’s worth testing the soil in various parts rather than just one area as it can vary enormously.

There are six main soil types: clay, sandy, silty, peaty, chalky and loamy. The first thing to do to test your soil is to get your hands in it to feel it and look at it. Rub a small piece, the smoother it is to the touch the more clay content it has and the grittier it is the more sand.

Once you’ve determined what soil you have it’s worth digging a few test holes (it can vary enormously across a garden) to determine its depth and also test the pH with a soil testing kit available from any garden centre. By the time you’ve done this you’ll understand your aspect and soil intimately and the knock-on implications of any design you come up with. There are ways of improving poor soils and you could possibly import some topsoil in certain areas but, as a rule, my advice is to work with what you’ve got wherever possible.
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Chalky
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