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The 
perfect 

city 
garden

Upper Phillimore Gardens, 
Kensington, London W8

Christopher Stocks on 
a serene and deceptively 
simple design that belies 
the historic difficulties  

of carving out green spaces 
in the densely built capital
Photographs by Marianne Majerus

O N a wealth-whispering street in 
Kensington, not far from Holland 
Park, a white-stucco wedding-
cake of a house hides a modestly 

sized back garden. It is unusual in having no 
houses immediately behind it, only another 
quiet road. What makes this garden special, 
however, is that it has been designed by Tom 
Stuart-Smith, the king of coolly considered 
contemporary plantsmanship. The British 
owners, who work in Hong Kong, bought the 
house in 2013 as a London base for when 
their children were at school and assembled 
a team of field-leaders to transform it, includ-
ing Formation Architects and the American 
interior designer Eric Egan. 

The existing garden had a cottagey,  
Arts-and-Crafts-inflected design, with half- 
moon-shaped steps leading up from a semi-
circular lawn to a raised area at the back, 
shaded by a fastigiate hornbeam and a lean-
ing magnolia. It was perfectly serviceable, 
if rather overgrown, but, in 2014, the owners 
gained planning permission to excavate the 
full length of the garden to a depth of two 

Layers of planting provide a simple green 
architecture that creates a feeling of space. 
Hakonechloa macra edges the stone path 
on the left with euphorbia behind. Shrubs 
include magnolia, with disporum, vinca 
and epimedium providing ground cover
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storeys in order to extend the house under-
ground and approached Mr Stuart-Smith to 
create a new garden to sit on top. ‘They 
wanted something that wasn’t too minimal-
istic,’ he recalls, ‘so we came up with a design 
that had plenty of texture, which was, broadly 
speaking, Mediterranean in character.’ 

The result is a serene and deceptively simple 
scheme, which cleverly divides what, by most 
standards, is a relatively small plot into seve-
ral discrete areas at different heights, making 
the garden feel larger than it actually is. 
From the deep basement terrace at the back 
of the house, side stairs rise up to one end 
of a lateral, mid-level terrace; at the other end 
of this space, a second flight of stairs leads 
back up to the house and a smaller sitting-
out area at raised-ground-floor level. 

Opposite these stairs, another short flight 
of steps brings you up into a corner of the 
main garden, the roughly square layout of 
which centres on a low fountain surrounded 
by limestone setts. From this point a central 
axis asserts itself, with a path leading up  
a few more steps to the garden’s shady upper 
end and a secondary dining area framed by 
a rose-hung pergola. Each area is distinct in 
itself, yet they all come together as a whole.

As one might expect, the planting is 
sophisticated and quietly elegant, with an 

emphasis on texture and depth over colour 
and much use of the grass Hakonechloa 
macra. The overall effect is generous and 
jungly, especially towards the back of the 
garden, where the brick boundary walls need 
more screening to hide the blocks of flats 
beyond. Here, Mr Stuart-Smith has used 
camellias (C. x williamsii Citation and Debbie 
and C. sasanqua Kanjiro), the dark, dense 
foliage of which not only provides an effective 
screen, but adds to the impression of depth 
and distance when seen from the house. 

Closer in, where the surfaces are mainly 
paved, the Mediterranean character of the 
design becomes more pronounced. The plant-
ing plays a big part in this—with drought- 
resistant favourites such as rosemary, myrtle, 
erigeron, euphorbias and olive trees under-
planted with Convolvulus sabatius—but 
Mediterranean, too, is the profusion of terra-
cotta pots and planters. These may be 

labour-intensive to maintain, but they’re also 
quick and easy to replant for extra colour  
at any time of year, which is useful when 
owners return after extended periods away.

With a project such as this one, the Devil 
is in the detail. ‘Generally speaking, we try to 
work on only three or four London gardens 
at any one time,’ Mr Stuart-Smith explains. 
‘They’re a lot of work, as you often have to 
fight [with the other contractors] for every 
square inch of space and they tend to go on 
for a long time because of all the planning 
and building involved. At the same time, you 
have to make sure you stay in touch all the 
way through, because the minute you turn 
your back, something is likely to get changed 
that causes endless problems later on.’

Alhough this project ran smoothly, it still 
presented difficulties of its own. Some of them 
are common to most urban gardens, but others 
are encountered less often. The main chal-
lenge was the depth of the sunken courtyard 
immediately behind the house, which ended 
up being about 16ft below ground level. As 
Mr Stuart-Smith points out: ‘That’s a long way 
down, so we had to work out ways to stop it 
feeling like being in a pit.’ 

Soil depth—or rather lack of depth—was 
another challenge, as among the modern 
essentials buried below the new garden 

Facing page: Trachelospermum jasminoides climbs over the balcony railings, mingling with the ever-useful Hydrangea arborescens 
Annabelle. Above: The terrace fittings are restrained: a selection of differently sized pots in the same style creates a unifying effect. 
The pot on the right contains an Albizia julibrissin, underplanted with Erigeron karvinskianus; on the left are hydrangea and hostas

The planting is 
sophisticated and 

quietly elegant, with an 
emphasis on texture  
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are a gym, an audio room, an Imax cinema 
and a flight simulator. Shallow soils, and no 
soil at all in the paved areas, made the use 
of drought-resistant Mediterranean plants 
a practical as well as an aesthetic choice.

This may look like a resolutely contempo-
rary garden, yet what is also striking is how 
many of its constraints would have been 
perfectly familiar to a gardener in Victorian 
or even Georgian London. Take the screen-
ing of undesirable views beyond the garden 
boundary. In The Modern Eden, published 
in 1767, Daniel Carter and John Rutter 
bemoaned the fact that ‘nothing is so sad  
a sight in a garden as a brick-wall. Nothing 
else shews the absolute termination of the 
ground; and of all things we should conceal 
the boundaries of a garden’. In The London 

Horticultural black book
Bartholomew Landscaping  
(020–7931 8685; www. 
bartholomewlandscaping.com)

Plants were sourced from Crocus (01344 
578000; www.crocus.co.uk); shrubs 
and trees from Hilliers (01794 368733; 
www.hillier.co.uk) and Deepdale (01767 
262636; www.deepdale-trees.co.uk)

The terracotta pots came from 
Italian Terrace (01284 789666; www.
italianterrace.co.uk) and were given 
a thin wash of white paint in situ 

The stone trough is from Lichen 
Garden Antiques (01608 678890; 
www.lichengardenantiques.com)

The paving is all re-claimed French 
limestone and setts, sourced from 
BCA Matériaux in France (00 33 6 
0701 9026; 00 33 2 4161 6240; www.
bca-antiquematerials.com)

Lighting is by LDI (020–8600 5777; 
www.lightingdesigninternational.com)

The irrigation system was installed by 
Waterwise Solutions (01352 753812; 
www.waterwisesolutions.co.uk)

Townhouse Garden 1700–1840, Todd 
Longstaffe-Gowan details some of the other 
bugbears that 18th-century garden designers 
had to deal with, including shallow, exhausted 
soils; being overlooked by neighbours; and 
high walls casting deep shade. 

These are all very much still live concerns 
for any designer working in London, but Mr 

Stuart-Smith has also seen some dramatic new 
developments over the course of his career. 
‘There’s absolutely no doubt that people are 
spending a lot more money on gardens now 
than they used to,’ he says. ‘When I started 
out, you did a rough sketch on the back of 
a cigarette packet and your gardener would 
plant it out. These days, you’ve got big teams 
and big money involved. Even communication 
with the client can be problematic: in one 
instance, the person I thought was the client 
turned out to be the developer.’ 

Other changes include the effects of global 
warming, with longer seasons and more 
extreme variations in precipitation, as well 
as an increasing use of technology, especi-
ally when it comes to night-time lighting. 
‘We work with lighting designers, of course,’ 

says Mr Stuart-Smith, ‘but, generally, I hate 
technology in a garden: for me,  gardens are 
where you go to get away from technology.’

He adds: ‘One thing I really try and do is 
to decommodify a garden, so it has a slight 
sense of otherness, with its own qualities 
and processes. But it does need a good head 
gardener to keep a dynamic garden in check.’ 
(In this case, for ongoing maintenance, the 
owners retained Bartholomew Landscaping, 
the company that did the hard landscaping 
in the first place.)

Yet if gardens change, so do fashions, and 
if we take this garden as an example of the 
latest thinking in contemporary horticultural 
design, it is worth noting that the owners 
recently asked for the grasses to be removed 
and more colour—especially in the way of 

spring bulbs—to be added. Could horticul-
tural fashion be turning full circle? 

Whatever the truth in that, Mr Stuart-
Smith’s own style has clearly evolved in 
parallel with a long-term trend. ‘I do think that 
gardens have become increasingly influenced 
by Nature and the natural world, so people 
are now prepared to put up with a certain 
amount of shagginess and mess. We’re seeing 
less clipping and more layering, a greater 
use of wild plants and fewer cultivars, and 
fewer blowsy roses and delphiniums and 
peonies.’ As this garden demonstrates, it’s 
an approach that can work equally as well 
in a tightly circumscribed urban plot as in 
the depths of the countryside—although 
perhaps it takes a Mr Stuart-Smith to make 
it look quite so effortless. 

Far left: Reclaimed limestone paving and 
setts from France lead up simple steps to 
a raised pool and fountain. Above: Olea 
europaea is planted in a large pot with 
Convolvulus sabatius and Erigeron karvin- 
skianus. The smaller pots can be planted 
to provide colour throughout the year and 
are shown with, among other plants, aga- 
panthus and Salvia Amistad, which gives 
long summer colour. Left: The shady bor-
der is planted with ferns, disporum, choisya 
and the useful small loquat, Eriobotrya 
japonica, giving a variety of leaf shapes

Gardens are influenced 
by Nature and people 
are now prepared to 
put up with a certain 

amount of shagginess  


