World Gardens
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Tucked within the narrow lanes and gentle folds of England’s South Downs,
the garden at Blue Doors has been cleverly designed to blend seamlessly with the

dreamy and romantic landscape that surrounds it.
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The South Downs, one of the UK's 15 national parks,
stretches almost 140km from Winchester, in Hampshire,
to the dramatic Seven Sisters chalk cliffs and the seaside
resort of Eastbourne in East Sussex. These rolling hills,
river valleys, tracts of wild heathland and stretches of
dramatic coastline are a haven for wildlife and home to
historic market towns and sleepy villages where time
seems to stand still.

Nestled in the hills and valleys, near the West Sussex
town of Arundel — whose castle is the seat of the Duke
of Norfolk — is Blue Doors, the country retreat of David
and Sarah Surtees. Approached from a long, chalky track,
the brick and flint stone property here offers spectacular
180-degree views over a unique patchwork of downland
fields and wooded slopes, and in the distance are the
outlines of small hamlets and church spires.

The Surtees moved here five years ago froma
neighboring village. “We originally discovered the area
through hiking on the South Downs Way,” says Sarah.

“We were quite happy living nearby, but houses like this
rarely come up for sale locally so we took a look. | knew
by the time we were halfway down the track to the house,
when | saw the setting and the views, that we had to buy it.
I've always loved Italy, and the dry, chalky landscape here
and the colors of the fields and hills reminded me of the
Italian countryside.”

Before moving in, Surtees — who has trained in interior
design — set about modernizing and extending the
house, which was originally made up of two farm workers’
cottages that date back to about 1842. She opened up
rooms to create a light, modern, free-flowing space with
full-length windows and French doors leading to terraces,
making the most of the setting’s views.

When it came to the 4,047sgm garden, the Surtees
knew they wanted to work with a designer who would not
only help them create a setting for their new home but
also connect the property to the surrounding landscape.
For this reason they chose Debbie Roberts of award-
winning garden design practice Acres Wild, based in West
Sussex. It's well known for creating large country gardens,

especially in South East England.
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A path leads from the hillsides

of England’s South Downs to the
garden of David and Sarah Surtees. ' -
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Keeping in theme with its hame, the Blue
4, Doors garden boasts bold_sv.(athes of
/.t blues and purples with plants like irises,
Russian sage, bellflowersand foxgloves.
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MAGICAL MORNINGS “We gave Debbie a pretty open
brief,” recalls Surtees. “| knew it was all about the

wider landscape. | wanted something that was soft and
exuberant that would contrast with the interiors, which are
quite restrained. Also, to echo the name of the house and
the blues of the Downs and big skies here, | gave her the
challenge of a blue color theme.”

Roberts’ overall plan was a bold, modernistic scheme
using strong lines and natural materials for the hard
landscaping, with a restrained palette of plants repeated
in generous swathes throughout the garden. “We first had
to rationalize the varying levels of the garden and create
a setting and entrance for the house,” says Roberts. The
new front entrance is the most formal area of the garden
and creates a sense of arrival with its wide, shallow
steps and brick-and-limestone terracing. Terraces and
pathways around the house provide areas where you can
eat, relax and entertain. They also provide a framework
for the soft waves of plants that roll through the garden,
leading the eye to the downland views beyond.

“The planting was always going to be key,” explains
Roberts. “It had to be bold and simple to work with the
scale, colors and patterns of the setting. It also had to have
year-round appeal and be easy to maintain.” Ribbons of
low evergreen shrubs add structure to the sweeping beds
of soft perennials in shades of blue, mauve, white and
lime. Here bellflowers, hardy geraniums, foxgloves, irises,
catmints and drifts of repeat-flowering white roses all
work their magic in late spring and early summer. Later in
the season, at the end of August, the garden peaks again
with bold waves of perennial grasses that add height and
movement to the borders, along with Russian sage, tall
white anemones and groupings of white hydrangeas.

The dreamy garden at Blue Doors beautifully captures
the spirit of its setting. When the morning mists of the river
valley below rise over the hills and fields, it can transport
you to another realm. “Debbie has played with the space
here and how it makes you feel,” says Surtees. “The
garden plays with your emotions. When we arrive here,
there’s the sense of arriving on a holiday. It's a magical

escape.” & By Carrie McArdle Photographs by Marianne Majerus
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