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THIS SALE FEATURES 
Furniture, Works of Art, Carpets, Pictures, 
Ceramics and Silver
AT HOME WITH 
Tom Stuart-Smith, award-winning landscape designer
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TOM STUART-SMITH
at home with

his is the house that Jack built’ runs the nursery rhyme, 
but in the case of The Barn, the Hertfordshire home of 
Tom Stuart-Smith, it seems legitimate to substitute one 

thoroughly English name for another. Nearly 30 years ago, the 
celebrated landscape designer was gifted a set of dilapidated 
agricultural outbuildings and a few adjoining fields, which he’s 
reinvented, not only as a delightful family home, but as an 
astonishing personal realm.

‘I grew up in a house across the road, when the barn was 
only used for the occasional forlorn animal,’ he says. ‘As a 
teenager, I’d come here to sulk or to smoke.’

By the time he’d reached his 20s, his father felt the barn 
could be put to better use, and offered to convert it for the 
benefit of one of his six children. Tom, by then married with a 
young daughter, was happy to take him up on the offer and 
enthusiastically drew up plans for the project. 

‘My father was doing the work himself and didn’t always 

Texture, pattern and colour define the home – and gardens – of 
the award-winning landscape designer. Lisa Freedman met 

him at his Hertfordshire barn.   Photography by Richard Cannon

“I wanted to design a landscape that 
was process as opposed to product.”

agree with my decisions.  He’s a retired judge with a strong 
character, so we’d have the occasional stand off. Now, of 
course, I’m incredibly grateful.’ 

Down a winding country lane in the middle of surprisingly 
rural Green Belt, the barn dates from the 16th or 17th century 
- ‘It’s pre-nails’ – and during its conversion was linked with 
adjacent piggeries and a milking shed to create a generous, 
mono-level, multi-bedroom house, where Tom and his wife Sue, 
a psychiatrist and writer, have raised their three children.  

At the outset, they had little to fill the reborn space, but, by 
bizarre good fortune, were suddenly gifted a grand piano.

‘We didn’t have a stick, and a friend of my father’s, who 
owned Saltram House in Devon, came over to visit. He said, 
“What this room needs is a grand piano. Don’t we have one 
somewhere?” He sent us this one the next week.’

Its arrival did not entirely resolve their more mundane 
domestic requirements, but it set the tone for a serendipitous 
decorative approach, which has since evolved with a collection 
of the unusual, the colourful, and the well crafted.

The barn itself, now a large open-plan living-dining room, 
is filled with a rich counterpoint of treasure. Here, a dresser 
designed by Tom supports a range of bright ceramic plates 
(some by Sue) and a clutch of slender vessels by master potter 
Rupert Spira. While, dotted around the room, is an assortment 
of family heirlooms - a stately red velvet armchair owned 
by Tom’s brewer grandfather; a distinctive set of Victorian 
candlesticks – which sit happily alongside organic wooden 
sculpture by Martin and Dowling and the outsize femur of a 
hairy mammoth, whose fossilised marrow co-ordinates with the 
mottled surface of the ancient beams. 

‘I never really wanted to collect valuable things,’ says Stuart-
Smith.  ‘It seemed inappropriate.’  

Nor has he accumulated much in the way of art. Instead, with 
the exception of an imposing canvas by his artist daughter and 
a mural by Tom depicting ‘Great Figures in History’ sketched, for 
educational purposes, on the bathroom wall, the house is given 
warmth and colour by a kaleidoscope of textiles. 

‘None of the walls are vertical and, initially, we didn’t have the 
money to buy the pictures we wanted, so fabric seemed to be 
the thing.’

An 18th-century silver vase, inherited from Tom’s grandfather, 
is filled with flowers cut from the garden. 

Tom in the exotic meadow, planted from seed, 
with over 40 species.

‘T



His services are in constant demand around the world, and, 
at the moment, he packs his bags at least once a week to fly 
off to Marrakech, where he’s completing the historic palace 
gardens of ‘Le Jardin Secret’, contrasting an Islamic idea of 
paradise with ‘a “post-colonial” knees-up reflecting the whole of 
God’s creation’; and Spain, where he’s been designing a garden 
for bio-dynamic wine maker Peter Sisseck to complement a 
house by Henning Larsen. In London, he’s adding the finishing 
touches to a sophisticated urban landscape at The Glebe, a 
landmark architectural project in Chelsea. 

What is taking centre stage in his thoughts, however, is 
a project to create a three-D cast of one of the oak trees in 
Windsor Great Park. Working in collaboration with Adam Lowe 
of Factum Arte, he hopes to be able to reproduce it leaf by leaf.

‘The oaks in Windsor date back to Anglo-Saxon times; 
they’re a nuanced symbol of our natural heritage and the 
strength and longevity of the Monarchy.’ 

He’s already presented the Queen with a maquette and is 
looking for a suitable location for a full-scale model to mark 
a connection between the natural world and the city. The 
Christmas tree at The Barn is less of a concern. ‘I used to chop 
down an enormous tree each year, which would fill the entire 
centre of the room. Now, we just deck the beams with holly.’

Lisa Freedman writes for the Financial Times and other national 
publications

“None of the walls are vertical, 
so fabric seemed to be the thing”

The autumnal palette of rugs and and hangings garnered 
on the Stuart-Smiths’ travels – to Columbia, China, India and 
Morocco - provides the keynote for a relaxed harmony of rich 
wood, complex pattern and jewel-like colour which unites the 
house. It’s a look which sits easily with the horticultural delights 
glimpsed through the array of lancet, oriel and picture windows 
which punctuate the structure.

The garden started out as just the barnyard courtyard, 
but over the years, Stuart-Smith has acquired 70 acres of 
surrounding farmland, which he’s tamed into a portfolio of 
exciting spaces, ranging from half an acre of ornamental 
gardens abutting the drawing room to six acres of wild-flower 
meadows. His latest addition is an exotic prairie meadow grown 
from seed. Containing over 40 species of plant, it was created 
in collaboration with Sheffield University’s James Hitchmough to 
provide a magnificent floral chameleon, which shifts colourfully 
through the seasons.

‘So much of my work is instant, I wanted to design a 
landscape that was process as opposed to product. I was 
intrigued by the idea of creating something grand which could 
be maintained without back-breaking work.’

Even lower maintenance is the new 70-metre swimming 
pond, which lies, encircled by native plants, a quarter of a mile 
from the house. ‘You wander through fields and suddenly come 
upon it.’

The winner of eight Gold Medal-winning gardens at the 
Chelsea Flower Show (three of which were awarded Best-
in-Show), Stuart-Smith’s bountiful creativity is certainly not 
exhausted at home. His impressive CV includes bespoke 
gardens for such distinguished clients as Windsor Castle, the 
Royal Horticultural Society Garden at Wisley, the Royal Academy 
of Arts and The Connaught Hotel.

Above: The courtyard garden, where Tom used materials from 
the 2005 Daily Telegraph Chelsea show garden, sits at the 
centre of the house.
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Tom in his grandfather’s armchair, with terrier Rabbit. The room 
is filled with treasures gathered from around the world.


