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Another world
In his redesign for an 18th-century estate in Dorset, Tom Stuart-Smith has 
created a magical hidden garden that enhances the estate’s timeless appeal 

WORDS TIM RICHARDSON  PHOTOGRAPHS ANDREA JONES

IN BRIEF
Name Encombe House.
What 18th-century landscape garden with 
contemporary overlay designed by Tom Stuart-Smith. 
Where Dorset.
Size 25-acre garden within a 2,500 acre estate with park.
Soil Good loam. 
Climate Strong coastal winds and high rainfall. 
Hardiness zone USDA 9.

Built in the 18th century, using local Purbeck 
stone, Encombe House in Dorset was once 
home to the MP John Pitt, a second cousin  
of William Pitt the Elder, and later to the 
barrister and politician John Scott, 1st Earl 
 of Eldon, Designer Tom Stuart-Smith has  
now given its classic grounds new life.
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om Stuart-Smith is best known as a designer who creates spectacular set-piece 
gardens, often occupying walled gardens and other enclosed spaces. But he is also 
adept at working within an historical context, where his planting style is gauged to 
the prevailing atmosphere. In such cases, much of his input takes the form of 
spatial design – that is, in addition to the kind of herbaceous planting design that 
most experienced designers think of as merely ‘the icing on the cake’.

Encombe, in Dorset, is one such project. The 2,500-acre estate is spectacularly 
sited, sandwiched between the Purbeck Hills and the sea, and approached via an 
atmospheric entrance drive that weaves its way down through the wooded valley 
sides. “There have been few places I have ever been to where the arrival has been so 

emotionally overpowering,” Tom says. “Encombe is the nearest thing to entering Narnia.” This privileged 
position gives the estate, according to Tom, “a special quality of separateness, so that you have the 
impression that you are somewhere quite apart from the rest of the world”.

The house and designed landscape we see today was mainly the work of John Pitt, who lived at 
Encombe from 1735 until 1787. The low-slung, neoclassical mansion looks out across a large lake 
that appears to meld with the sea beyond, the views framed by strategically placed trees and the 
enfolding contours of the valley. The estate as a whole has a markedly fluid feel to it, as if it is 
constantly moving around you – almost like the sea itself.

Tom with his colleague Jem Hanbury were commissioned to work across the whole estate in 2010, 
and Tom immediately came to appreciate Pitt’s vision – the dramatic coast, the vastness of the English 
Channel, and the bare limestone hills contrasting with the intimacy of the valley. His first decision was 
to remove a sunken croquet lawn, which occupied the courtyard on the south front of the house, so 
creating an unnecessary barrier between the house, lake and the sea beyond. Now a sleek terrace of 
Purbeck stone adds a subtle contemporary note and frames substantial plantings against the house, 
where roses including ‘Aimée Vibert’ flourish alongside tough plantings of grapevines, Melianthus 
major, rosemary, eupatorium and Euphorbia x pasteurii.

One focus of Tom’s work was the area around a mid-19th-century classical temple set on rising 
ground just to the southwest, which is believed to have been designed by George Repton (son of 
Humphry), who had married one of the daughters of the house. “I felt there was too direct a 
connection between the temple and the house,” Tom explains.

The solution was to introduce new twin shrubberies on either side of the building, containing big 
plantings of sanguisorbas, persicarias, Euphorbia x pasteurii and grasses (molinias and hakonechloas)  
set around cloud-formed box clumps and masses of sarcococca. Old pines, yews and oaks tower above 
younger plantings of cornus and acers, while in spring Narcissus ‘Thalia’ lights up the grassy banks  
below the temple. The southern shrubbery, on the side further away from the house, has a slightly darker, 
moodier feel, where shrubs such as Viburnum cinnamomifolium contribute to the atmosphere.

The temple and its shrubberies are a staging post on the short journey towards the walled garden, 
which is delightfully topsy-turvy, pocketed in among a collection of hills and hummocks. Most of this 
garden has been planted as an orchard of apple, pear, plum, quince and gage trees, set in a wildflower 
meadow where masses of camassias and Gladiolus communis subsp. byzantinus come up in springtime.

But in the middle is a jewel-like paradise garden enclosed by hedges and filled with climbing roses 
(‘Madame Alfred Carrière’, ‘Cécile Brünner’) on metal arches and supports, and adorned by yew obelisks. 
A quartet of arbours, one at each corner, is festooned with espaliered apple ‘Tydeman’s Late Orange’. The 
planting is rich and romantic, with the red tree peony Paeonia delavayi used as a link plant amid 
geraniums, eremurus, gauras, philadelpus, salvias and nepetas. “The enclosed garden in the middle was 
partly a pragmatic solution,” Tom says, “because the walled garden is so huge. But I got fixated on the 
idea that this was the centre of Encombe, and that Encombe is a world within a world. I began to think 
of it as being like the Omphalos of Delphi, the stone that was supposed to symbolise the navel of the 
world, through which we communicate with the gods. It needed a fountainhead.” And there is indeed 
a fountain at the centre, made from an old millwheel found on the estate.

The hedged central space in the centre of Encombe’s walled garden is a dreamy space that only adds  
to the feeling that this estate is a secret realm – caught, somehow, in a timeless suspension. 

USEFUL INFORMATION
Find out more about Tom’s work at tomstuartsmith.co.uk

 I got fixated on the idea  
that this was the centre of 

Encombe, and that Encombe  
is a world within a world

Tom’s paradise garden at the centre of Encombe’s walled garden is reached via paths mown through swathes of ox-eye 
daisies, Leucanthemum vulgare, dotted with apple, plum and pear trees. The starting point for this garden within a garden 
was inspired by idea of the Omphalos of Delphi, the stone thrown by Zeus to mark the centre of the world. Enclosed by 
hedging, it has the feel of a secret garden hiding a small, exotic jewel within the incongruous setting of an English meadow. 
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In the middle is a jewel-like 
paradise garden enclosed  
by hedges and filled with 

climbing roses

Within the paradise garden, Tom has created  
a dreamy space where roses, including 
‘Mevrouw Nathalie Nypels’, irises and 
geraniums mix with the soft grass Stipa 
tenuissima among the dramatic spires of 
Eremurus ‘Joanna’ and clipped yew. The 
fountain at its centre is made from an  
old millwheel found on the estate. 
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Alongside the house, generous borders are 
overflowing with a mix of roses, including the 
dark-red ‘Wilhelm’ and pink ‘Felicia’, Allium 
cristophii, and perennials, such as Nepeta 
racemosa ‘Walker’s Low’ and Geranium ‘Orion’, 
among clipped box, Helleborus argutifolius and 
Euphorbia x pasteurii. Climbing roses, including 
‘Albéric Barbier’, ‘Noisette Carnée’ and 
‘François Juranville’ add to the romantic feel. 

Several paths wend their way through the 
shrubbery, where an old Acer palmatum on the 
right, helps link the shrubs with the larger trees, 
such as mature pines and oaks, beyond. It was 
important to Tom that this area wasn’t too 
flowery, and he has used Molinia caerulea 
‘Heidebraut’ and Euphorbia cornigera to link  
the shrubs, with occasional pops of colour from 
veronicastrums, asters and sanguisorbas. 

The walk to the classical temple – thought to 
have been designed by Humphry Repton’s son 
George – has been transformed into a romantic 
shrubbery with the pink-tinged Paeonia lactiflora 
‘Nymphe’ and aquilegias adding colour among 
the fresh green of Cenolophium denudatum and 
the grass Molinia caerulea ‘Heidebraut’, while 
the shrub Kolkwitzia amabilis ‘Pink Cloud’ offers 
clouds of pink flowers at height. 

In the last bed of the shrubbery that meets  
the lawn around the lake, roses Rosa nutkana 
‘Plena’, in the foreground, and Rosa ‘Roseraie 
de l’Hay’, add more colour alongside Geranium 
‘Brookside’, Gillenia trifoliata and irises. They 
also help create a slightly wilder feel at the 
shrubbery’s edges, in keeping with the wilder 
pastures that surround the mown areas and 
are a feature across the estate.
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The estate has a markedly fluid 
feel to it, as if it is constantly 

moving around you – almost 
like the sea itself

A stand of high-pruned Quercus ilex is 
carefully managed so as to frame views in 
both directions, and creates a timeless view 
of the house that could quite easily have 
come from a Gainsborough landscape. 


