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M I L L W AT E R

Gail Hughes-Morgan enlisted the help of garden designer Ian Smith to 
transform the eight acres of field around her Surrey property, Millwater,  
into a garden that marries formal style with watery informality
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RING OF 
Bright Water

Stands of yellow flag iris 
(Iris pseudacorus) bring 
the informality of the 
countryside to the lake 
at Millwater.
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W ater brings a garden to life. 
It is a familiar enough saying, 
but sometimes it is pleasing to 
be reminded just why such a 
maxim exists.

Millwater, near Ripley in Surrey, is brimful with 
reminders, from a dashing mill chase to formal 
stone fountains, calm reflecting pools and generous 
naturalistic lake; water is at its very core.

It was also the reason Gail Hughes-Morgan 
first explored the property. “My husband was 
obsessed with water,” she explains. “When we spied 
Millwater and there was a ruddy great lake in it… 
well, it was heaven.”

Interiors rather than gardens have always been 
Gail’s passion. Her current interior decoration work 
stems in part from years of “moving into houses that 
needed gutting and a lot of work”. On moving into 
the Grade II listed house at Millwater in 2007, Gail 
oversaw its extensive redevelopment, but for the 
exterior she sought a garden designer.

At that time, much of Millwater’s 13 acres was a 
rough-and-ready field with some mature trees and 
a greenhouse. Gail recalls that the site sloped down 
to the mill stream and gave the impression that 
“everything was trying to drop into the water”.

For its reimagining she enlisted the help of Ian 

Smith of Acres Wild, with whom she had worked 
on a previous property. The eight-acre garden was 
created in 2009 and the leap from field to mature 
garden has been astonishingly swift. Recognition of 
Ian’s handling of the site came in 2014 when it won 
both the Large Residential Garden Award and the 
much-cherished Grand Award from the Society of 
Garden Designers.

Top Pleached limes 
underplanted with 
Allium hollandicum 
‘Purple Sensation’ form 
the spine of the garden. 
Above Blush tones of 
rose ‘Climbing Cècile 
Brünner’ complement a 
red-brick wall.

Gail places this jump from field to award-winning 
mature garden squarely at the feet of Ian. “What 
Acres Wild is amazing at is interpreting the brief and 
creating something that looks so organic, you think 
it can’t be any other way. It is a very clever thing 
that they do, and then they make you think that you 
designed it and aren’t you clever...”

Today’s established planting hides the inevitably 
brutal start that involved months of flattening and 
rearranging levels in the back field. “As with houses, 
you’ve got to get the structure and space right first,” 
said Gail. “The plants are the finishes, but what is 
really important at the beginning is the flow of the 
garden – and how you’ll use it.” 

One item on Gail’s wish list was a hedge on stilts. 
“I’d been to Alnwick Gardens and loved the idea 
that you can make a room with a raised hedge, so we 
came up with the idea of a long walkway ending in a 
circular fountain. I’d imagined it to be very Baroque 
but in reality it is a very modest fountain that sits far 
better within the countryside.”

Today this avenue of pleached limes forms the 
spine of the new garden and the trees have gone 
from a “bunch of sticks to a proper grand avenue” 
allowing the early scaffolding that was involved in 
their shaping to be removed. Beneath is a purple 
undercurrent of alliums in tune with Gail’s planting 
brief. “I asked for a traditional English perennial 
garden,” she says, “a palette of pinks, whites, purples 
and blues with a little bit of burnt orange here and 
there, plenty of roses, Wisteria, delphiniums, lupins 
and something for every season.”

The garden brims with shrubs and trees that 
sustain interest throughout the year. 
Against this backdrop are seasonal 
highlights, from the avenue’s sweep 
of alliums, to masses of irises, an 
orchard of crab apples, ornamental 
grasses and strong autumn colour.

“Ian taught me a lot about planting 
in large numbers, keeping it simple 
and thinking about the 12 months 
of the year,” says Gail. “This is the 
distance between involving a designer 
and something that is homespun; if 
you have a garden designer involved 
they understand how one plant works 
with another.” 

At the end of the lime avenue lies 
a simple circular pond and fountain 
which is partly enclosed by curved 
slices of yew hedge. The spaces 
between the slices provide all the 
enticement needed to coax visitors 
onwards. One opening leads to a 
large, circular, yew-enclosed lawn 
from where you may catch sight of 
the green sanctuary of the reflecting 

Left Elaeagnus 
‘Quicksilver’ bears 
slender, silvery leaves 
and tiny, scented 
canary-yellow flowers.  
Below Nepeta and 
clipped box flank a path. 
Bottom Pavers planted 
with fragrant thyme 
surround a formal, 
rectangular fish pond 
close to the house. 
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pond; the other opening leads into an area of longer 
grass that slopes down to the mill race. 

Looking back up the avenue, a broad path leads 
straight through the open arch of a barn, linking 
in turn to a small fountain garden, and on to the 
formal rectangular fish pond laced with lily pads in 
front of the main house. The mill race runs under 
one end of the house and away down the garden, 
carrying with it a ceaseless watery chatter.

“Every day I start with a circular walk, down the 
avenue to the lake and around, and it all just flows 
from one room to another. There is always a view, 
or a tree or a seat to take,” says Gail. At the lake, Ian 
made sure there was a reason to stop and rest, with a 
stone bench looking back up the mill stream, as well 
as a platform and boat house on the lake itself.

Setbacks in the garden’s establishment were few, 
but when they did occur, as in yews failing to take 
within a hedge, Gail learnt to be pragmatic. “When 
you’re looking at three truckloads of plants costing 
thousands, you think it is an outrage that anything 
dares die,” she jokes, “but the reality of gardening is 
that some things will be amazing and some things 
will take work. If nature is being a bit bossy, take 
it out and try something else.” Gail is presently 
concentrating on the pool garden, where she is 
removing struggling lavender and toying with adding 
ornamental grasses and purple geraniums.

There were few changes to the initial master plan 
that Ian drew up, an achievement Gail attributes to 

Above Reclining chairs 
and a boat house give 
reason to pause and 
admire views of the lake.  
Left Showy, creamy-
green bracts of Cornus 
kousa ‘Wolf Eyes’. 
Below Nepeta and Iris 
are brought to life with a 
maroon counterpoint in 
the acers beyond.
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the fact that “he listens so well, he’s 
not going to plonk something in that 
you don’t like”. One of their wishes 
for the grounds was for the luxury  
of a walled garden and, halfway 
along the avenue of pleached limes, 
a brick path leads between its 
sheltering brick walls. 

Softening the formal beds of fruit and vegetables 
in the walled garden are sweeps of flowers and 
stretches of roses, in particular. Gail was determined 
to bring them back throughout the garden after 
discovering mention of a famous rose garden at 
Millwater dating from over a century ago. When the 
pair arrived, there wasn’t a single rose, illustrating 
how precarious any garden’s longevity can be.

“It is like a second coming for the garden,” says 
Gail, “and it shows that what goes around comes 
around, depending who has money, and whether 
there is something more pressing, like growing your 
own food. During this lovely peace time we can 
make something that bit more frivolous.”

A new glasshouse lies inside the walled garden. 
“When we bought the house and garden we 
inherited Chris as head gardener,” says Gail, “and it 
felt like the existing greenhouse was his house. Even 
his kettle was there, so we put a second greenhouse 

Above Low box  
hedging encloses a pond 
and fountain in the 
square courtyard. 
Left Two-toned Iris ‘Jane 
Phillips’ with brighter 
Geranium psilostemon 
and Euphorbia.
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MILLWATER 
NOTEBOOK
Grand designs can be scaled down to taste

CHANGE OF PACE
Beyond the boldly planted 
avenue, the mood and 
pace of the garden are 
transformed by the quiet 
greenery of the enclosed 
circular pond and stone 
fountain. Slices of yew hedge 
partly encircle the area; this  
is a handy technique that 
offers a tempting glimpse of 
the garden beyond. 

PLEACHED LIMES
Hedges on stilts have the 
effect of defining an area 
without fully enclosing it. 
Bare trunks also create space 
for imaginative planting at 
ground level which is ideal 
for establishing interest in 
spaces where space might 
be limited. This avenue was 
planted with Caucasian limes 
(Tilia x euchlora).

INVEST IN BRICKS
Bricks can be laid in patterns 
or bonds to achieve particular 
effects. Running, herringbone 
and basket-weave bonds 
are most popular in garden 
spaces. Brick paths can 
be expensive but the 
upkeep needed to weed 
a compacted pea-gravel 
walkway makes brick a  
sound investment.

REASON TO PAUSE
A boat house, wooden 
platform and stone bench 
encourage visitors to sit and 
enjoy the lake, while the 
reflective properties of the 
lake enhance its surrounds. 
Reflection can be useful in 
more modest gardens and 
staining water a dark shade 
will help improve reflective 
properties in small spaces.

in the walled garden  
and now it is a case of 
his and ours.”

The current 
arrangement of 
greenhouses also provides Chris with a refuge from 
one of Gail’s requests: “He is not allowed to put 
anything red anywhere so there tends to be a sea of 
red geraniums in his greenhouse, or he’ll be naughty 
and make up a hanging basket that’s red.” 

Chris works for two full days and three half, 
while from Easter to September Gail is joined on 
one day a week by “my ladies, we all go out and do 
the equivalent of another three days and I call us the 
Plants People. We’re busy training things, planting 
and weeding like crazy.” 

Gail is under no illusion about the amount of 
labour it takes to maintain a garden of this scale, 
admitting “nature tries to claim it back all the 
time”. But, equally, it is Ian’s skilful mingling of the 
wilderness with the ornamental down by the lake 
that makes the lake her favourite place to be. 

“The lake is lovely at all times,” says Gail, “I’ve 
walked across it when it is frozen in the dead of 
winter and it is beautiful when the trees are reflected 
in the water. You feel aware of the countryside 
there, we usually disturb a heron and regularly see 
kingfishers. With the main garden there are times 
when you ask ‘what am I thinking of?’ whereas 
nature manages to look gorgeous all the time.” n

Above Wilder planting 
beside the lake, including 
Primula bulleyana, brings 
the gardens to a 
soothing conclusion.


