
ON A ROLL
Sitting in the undulating Kent countryside, this 
naturalistic garden provides glorious vistas all 
year round, whichever way you turn, thanks to 

carefully planned planting and clever design
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Layers of autumn 
colour around the 
seating terrace near  
the house enable the 
garden to blend in 
beautifully with the 
landscape around it
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W
 
 
hen Lisa and Peter 
Blacklock relocated to 
the UK from California 
several years ago, they 

began to look for a property in the gentle rolling 
landscape of east Kent where they could relax away 
from their careers as university professors. And 
Orchard Barn, in its beautiful setting surrounded by 
apple orchards, was an instant attraction. ‘The house 
required further conversion, to a more contemporary 
design,’ Lisa explains, ‘but we saw its potential.’

The garden was mostly laid to lawn, and the couple 
initially created a kitchen garden, but when it came 
to the more formal area closer to the house, they 
decided to get some help. They called in garden 
designers Debbie Roberts and Ian Smith of Acres 
Wild, who are known for country gardens that blend 
seamlessly with the surrounding countryside. ‘We 
liked the fluidity of their designs, and the fact that 
they plant with autumn and winter in mind, with 
seedheads left for structure,’ says Lisa. ‘We admired 
the wild grasses of the Pacific Northwest while  
we were in America, so we wanted to recreate 
something a bit like a prairie, but for a British 
climate and landscape.’

The brief, says Ian, was to make a garden that  
was ‘contemporary in character, but still natural  
and of its place, respecting its rural location’. During 
his first visit he could not help but notice the large 
old barn directly in front of the house. ‘Lisa and 
Peter were talking about keeping it,’ says Ian, ‘but 
once we had agreed to remove it, that really helped 
open up the view.’ And it was the views that formed 
the basis of his design for the garden. 

The first thing Ian addressed was the open 
approach to the house, creating more privacy with  
a reconfigured front path and by screening the new 
seating terrace beside the house with some cleverly 

placed slatted panels. Here, a bespoke reflecting  
pool lined with corten steel and with a steel water 
spout references the agricultural setting of the 
garden, a theme which Ian thought of when  
he first saw the house’s metal sign.

The terrace has space for a large oak dining  
table and an outdoor sofa, behind which rise banks 
of woodland and prairie-style planting. Ian chose 
ornamental grasses, such as calamagrostis, molinia 
and miscanthus, and the late-flowering perennials 
echinacea, sedum and veronicastrum, all good 
performers that bring colour and structure through 
autumn and into winter. 

From here, the geometry changes from straight 
lines and angles to a series of curves rippling out 
from the lawn. Ian explains that this was planned to 
take advantage of the scenery. ‘We wanted to focus 
the view off to the southwest,’ he says. ‘There are 
some lovely pine trees further out, which is why we 
went for curving lines to draw the eye and allow it  
to wander in that direction.’

Past the lawn and the swooping long border is  
the large pond – a smooth bend of water, where 
water lilies flower in summer. The old barn may  
have been removed, but in memory of it there is  
now a freestanding wall where Lisa and Peter grow 
espaliered apricots and peaches, and a raised  
seating area where they like to watch the sun go 
down. Beyond the pond, the lawn has been left  
to grow long, and the boundary where the garden 
ends and farmland begins is blurred – exactly the 
effect that Ian was hoping for. 

Lisa loves the muted colours and pretty seedheads 
that autumn brings, and even when it is too cold to 
sit out there is still so much to enjoy in the garden. 
‘When the west wind blows gently across the garden,’ 
she says, ‘I love to look out from the house and watch 
how it moves the grasses. It’s so beautiful.’  &

Steps leading up to 
the lawn are lined 
with Stipa gigantea 
and echinacea 
seedheads, providing 
structure through 
autumn and winter
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GARDEN GUIDE

ORIENTATION South facing
SOIL TYPE A mix of silt and clay, 
with a neutral pH
SPECIAL FEATURES 
Contemporary country garden with 
naturalistic planting and water features
GARDEN DESIGN Acres Wild, 
01403 891084, acreswild.co.uk

An avenue of 
Himalayan birch 
(Betula utilis) leads 
away from the large 
pond, where water 
lilies bloom during 
the summer

“WE LOVE THE RAISED DECKING 

AREA BY THE LARGE POND.  

THE LIGHT AT THE END OF THE 

AFTERNOON AND EARLY 

EVENING IS RATHER LOVELY, 

AND WE CAN SIT THERE WITH  

A GLASS OF WINE, LOOK WEST 

AND CONTEMPLATE” 

LISA BLACKLOCK garden owner

Soft waving grasses 
combine with dried 
hydrangea heads and 
deep-pink sedum 
Hylotelephium 
‘Matrona’ around  
the Cane-line sofa 

Stepping stones  
set into the lawn 
connect the barn  
and the terrace  
to the other side  
of the garden

A raised deck 
sheltered by a wall  
for espaliered fruit 
overlooks the large 
pond, which gently 
follows the curve  
of the landscape
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