
B L U E  D O O R S

Landscape is everything at Blue Doors in Sussex, where designers 
Acres Wild have worked with the wrap-around views to create a 

garden that enhances rather than obscures its incredible structure
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Wide borders filled  
with repeat planting 
sweep towards the  
shed, huddled against 
the old flint walls.
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Sometime after its first 1970s reincarnation as a 
single house, a young John Brookes had a hand in 
creating a terrace and a garden around the three 
‘open’ sides of it. The enclosing low flint wall on 
the north-easterly side of the property remains a 
major feature. On taking up the baton in 2012, 
Sarah (a writer who has studied interior design) 
and David decided, once the renovations were 
complete, that they should ask professional garden 
designers to create a garden that would do justice 
to the exceptional site, while building on what had 
survived of John Brookes’ strong hard landscaping. 

They gave Debbie Roberts and Ian Smith of 
Acres Wild an uncompromising remit. Because 
of their lifestyle, this was not the place to make a 
blowsy cottage garden that had to be maintained by 
burdensome and time-consuming weekend blitzes. 
The new owners, furthermore, knew their own  
style: they would be most comfortable surrounded 
by a certain formality, softened by planting that 
would be relatively easy to maintain but would 
hold its shape for a long season. In honour of the 
house’s name, the origins of which are obscure 
(and it doesn’t, incidentally, have blue doors), they 
decided that blue should dominate a limited colour 
palette for the summer planting, with grasses and 
evergreens for autumn and winter structure. Acres 

period looks substantially enhanced but now with 
a thoroughly contemporary interior full of light 
and space. The new entrance to the house faces 
roughly east and, as you approach, the house seems 
to be tucked neatly into a fold in a gently upward 
sloping hillside, hard against the boundary wall 
of, but out of sight of, Arundel Castle. Thanks 
to its enviably elevated position, there are distant 
and spectacular views outwards in all directions 
from the house, interrupted only by a small group 
of trees (most of them part of the property) that 
serve to mask the property’s presence. Beyond the 
garden’s boundaries, as far as the eye can see, is a 
quintessentially ‘English’ arable landscape, criss-
crossed by hedges and dotted with mature trees, 
dramatic when their canopies ‘float’ above low-lying 
morning mist. Also visible are occasional clustered 
houses, no fewer than five churches, another castle 
and, surprisingly, a distant railway.

Above Sensitive planting 
of Stipa gigantea, 
Sesleria autumnalis and 
Geranium ‘Brookside’ is 
softly beautiful without 
detracting from the view.I was warned it might not be easy to find. 

Blue Doors, the only house within its BN 
postcode, is not visible from the road despite 
sitting in relatively open countryside. I was 
told, too, not to miss a trio of wheelie bins 

that would indicate the entrance to a track, almost 
half a mile long, that would lead me to it. Having 
seen these glorious pictures, however, I knew that  
I would be rewarded at the end of my journey with  
a visit to a most spectacular and atmospheric garden 
– and I was right.

A country bolthole for a couple of London 
professionals, the house was originally a pair of 
estate cottages built from local flint with red-
brick embellishments in 1840, and converted to 
a single dwelling in 1970. In 2012, newly in the 
hands of its present owners, Sarah and David 
Surtees, it was cleverly amended and extended to 
form a beautifully appointed house, its original 

Above A colourful hedge 
effect is created by  
using thrusting Salvia x 
sylvestris ‘Mainacht’ and 
tall Campanula lactiflora. 
Below Cubes of box are 
a stylish finishing touch 
on the square of lawn, 
surrounded by white 
centranthus and roses. 

The landscape, is dotted with mature 
trees, dramatic when their canopies 
‘float’ above low-lying morning mist 
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Wild came up trumps: Sarah and 
David adore the garden that emerged 
after weeks of planning and upheaval, 
and it has matured into precisely what 
they had in mind. The garden is not 
large, covering, in all, somewhere in 
the region of an acre, but it all fits 
together harmoniously, connected by 
meticulous, strong hard landscaping. 

The main entrance from a gravelled 
forecourt is via a simple metal gate. 
The combination of brick steps, grass 
and paved paths that lead to the front 
door, convey a disciplined, almost 
urban smartness. Straight lines and 
sharp edges come into their own, with 
neat, clipped rectangles of box and 
matching lines of lavender, all softened 
to a degree by froths of white valerian 
here, by ruffs of alchemilla there, and 
with roses and white hydrangeas in 
abundance. The overall impression is 
surprisingly and refreshingly modern 
for a rural ‘cottage’. Tucked away 

to one side of the timber garage at the entrance 
is an equally neat, tiny vegetable garden sporting 
an intriguing wavy oak bench, the work of Tom 
Nicholson Smith. The timber raised beds are used 
principally as a nursery and for growing flowers.

A spacious, airy and sunny paved terrace (with 
a gas-powered fire pit) sits directly adjacent to the 
kitchen and creates a glorious vantage point to  

the south-west side of the house, where you suddenly 
become aware of the handsome symmetry of the 
house’s two-cottage origins and of the former 
entrance through a gate in the estate boundary 
wall a few yards away. A skilful choice of plants 
for the sloping area between the terrace and the 
low yew-hedged boundary beyond consists of 
mostly evergreen plants chosen for prolific summer 
flowering or winter structure – groups of cistus, 
rosemary and perovskia knit together, as well 
as substantial plantings of lofty Veronicastrum 
virginicum ‘Album’, Stipa gigantea and repeat-
flowering roses. Tucked to one side, in the lee of  
the tall flint hillside wall, itself clad in Rosa 
‘Madame Alfred Carrière’, euphorbias and swathes 
of stout hellebores (Helleborus argutifolius and  
H. foetidus) provide constant greenery.

Above A kinetic 
sycamore sculpture  
by David Watkinson 
adds movement. 
Left Leucanthemum 
vulgare creates a sense 
of cultivated wildness. 
Below Next to the house, 
a stone path is fringed 
by Alchemilla mollis.

Dawn sunlight 
illuminates the carefully 
thought out colour 
palette of salvia, roses, 
catmint, campanulas and 
Euphorbia x martini.

The garden is not large, but it all fits 
together harmoniously, connected by 
meticulous, strong hard landscaping 
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The garden’s most wonderful surprise, however,  
is to be found on the north-easterly side of the house, 
an area that is bounded on two sides by flint walls. 
Where the two walls meet in the highest corner of 
the garden, a pretty shed, from the aptly named  
Posh Shed Company, nestles among dumplings of 
clipped box. “Perhaps it would be a good place to 
put a summerhouse in the future,” muses Sarah. 
Dropping away from this point, an expanse of 
sloping lawn is dominated by a massive border 
that curves its way across and down the length 
of the garden. It is planted with great interwoven 
ribbons and repeated clouds of single species, many 
of them blue-flowered – tall nepetas, geraniums, 
campanulas, euphorbias, roses, salvias – dotted 

about here and there with random-looking foxgloves 
and airy clumps of translucent, wafting grasses. 
The border is home, too, to a kinetic sycamore seed 
sculpture by David Watkinson.

By contrast, across the garden in front of the 
low boundary wall is a cleanly defined lightly 
curving swathe of unmown grass, littered with blue 
camassias in spring and later strewn with daisies 
and other wild flowers. This grassy addition to the 
boundary, together with the great curving flower 
border, accentuate the isolated drama of a Norway 
maple surrounded by immaculately mown grass. 
Suspended from the tree is an enticing wooden 
swing, the perfect spot from which to savour the 
sensations of the summer dawn. 

Acres Wild have managed to pull off something 
spectacularly clever here. To see the abundance of 
the garden at its best, you must look back up towards 
the house from its lowest point. From here, the sheer 
density of colour and texture takes your breath 
away. Suddenly this lovely house looks generously, 
gloriously, swamped in a deep, undulating ocean of 
softly coloured flowers.

Making the most of the stunning site and its 
views, on the other hand, is a classic case of less 
is more. The designers have shunned the obvious, 
deliberately neither clothing nor obscuring the 
boundary flint wall, limiting the planting in front 
of it to a scattering of wild flowers and lofty eye-
catching grasses. By not using the landscape as a 
backdrop, they have allowed it to flood into the 
garden, at the same time allowing the mesmerised 
viewer to feel transported out into it. n

Top An ocean of white 
foxgloves, Centranthus 
ruber ‘Albus’, lavender 
and nepeta complement 
the misty landscape. 
Above Nepeta racemosa 
‘Walker’s Low’ edges the 
steps along with crisp 
white ‘Iceberg’ roses.


