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This area of garden, with its bold purple 2
and yellow planting that contrasts with . /
L}

%' the terracotta of the brick farm buildings, =¥
_is the view from the main bedroom. '

heartheats

colour bring unruly life to James Alexander-Sinclair’s

ames Alexander-Sinclair’s garden at
Blackpitts Farm is full of bold ideas. 'If a

James Alexander-Sinclair (left), his wife garden doesn’t excite you, it’s not doing

Celestria and their three children, who

have lived at Blackpitts Farm for 11 years ere in his own space, he has set about
putting this theory into practice — no haven

1 FZ—Ag ﬂ]fdﬂ'}{ of tranquillity or oasis of calm for him. A

LocatiomTowcester, Northamptonshire garden should be life-enhancing rather then
Type of house Newly built red brick calming. Every time you step outside, your
barn-style home heart rate should rise slightly. You should

. Type of garden Informal lawn and mown go out there to be thrilled and excited — it
grass paths edged with deep mixed shouldn't send you to sleep.’

; borders replaced a concrete farmyard You may have seen James last summer,

SPGCiaI features A dramatic aUt.umn putting over such views in the various TV
display of golden yellow rudbeckias

what it is supposed to do,” he claims.

Large drifts of Verbena bonariensis,
lyme grass, rudbeckias and Japanese
anemone are planted like a vast unruly

parterre around the water feature. programmes he appeared on, including

i s TU LT TR iR R N il Channel 4's The Great Garden Challenge. Always 3
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refreshingly forthright and with an eloquent
use of language, he even plays devil's advocate
at times and his way of seeing and designing
gardens and his choice and use of plants

bring a welcome blast of energy.

He loves presenting programmes on TV,
claiming to be a natural show-off and talker,
but this new part of his life came out of garden
design first and foremost. He stumbled into
the profession around 20 years ago via garden
contract work, which gave him a sounder
basis, alongside his self-taught knowledge
of plants and horticulture, than many garden
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design courses might have done. ‘T am
exceptionally untrained,” he jokes.

His endless energy and enthusiasm spill into
the way his own garden looks. It is set into a
more or less square space, bounded by long
low ranges of ex-farm buildings, in Towcester,
Northamptonshire. The old barn that once
stood in the centre was demolished and a new
family house for James, his wife Celestria and
their three children, built to replace it. The
surrounding area became the garden, the main
parts of which are viewed from the south and
west sides of the house. Climbers including the
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musk rose ‘Moonlight’, a white wisteria and a
carpenteria now scale the house walls, relishing
the shelter of this secluded spot.

The strong rusty red of the bricks used for
the house and old buildings might have seemed
a challenge to incorporate as a background
to the garden, but James has made it all
work by subtle and clever planting. First the
concrete covered yard had to be smashed up
and taken away and top soil moved in. ‘'The
whole thing happened without a plan,” James
explains. 'T laid the paths as the contractors
were laying the top soil, just keeping ahead

of them. A dumper truck followed me round,
putting soil up to the path edges.’
At first, most of the garden was put to grass,

but borders quickly took over some of the area.

They get bigger every so often and there are
plans afoot this year for more grass stealing.
James would be happy to remove the lot, cut
out the mowing and plant all over, but the
grassy lower level of the plot makes a good
contrast to the densely planted borders and
leaves some space for a game of football.

A clutch of tall beech hedging plants, which
have been cut into square columns of different

heights, is grouped near one side of the grass
area and here James plays goalie to try and
head off rogue shots that might ruin his
precious plants. Behind the beech columns
near the bottom boundary of the garden is a
newish pergola made from builder’s scaffolding
poles. This challenging yet successful structure
replaced a more conventional wooden one.
Leading up from the lawn is a slope that
snakes its way to the west side of the garden.
This sinuous mown grass path is edged with
ornamental grasses through which a startling
spine of golden yellow rudbeckias runs at

1 The door from the kitchen leads
out to a sunny south terrace.

2 Fiery kniphofias explode like
rockets into vivid colour against a
more sombre background of subtle
blue greens and purples.

3 James uses the endlessly useful,
good-tempered and long-flowering
Verbena bonariensis in huge
quantities throughout the garden.

5 The house rises up from the
rudbeckias around it. The blue window
frames were another bold choice that
works well with the planting.

this time of year. Every spring, bushy branches
of coppiced hazel are put in place to support
the tall rudbeckias. A fashionable silver
coyote willow, Salix exigua, marks the lower
end of the yellow spine. Where the rudbeckias
stop at the top end of the ‘snake’, a forest
of Verbena bonariensis takes over, obscuring the
fountain set into a crumbly brick structure.
James has plans to replace this fountain
with a new galvanised version that will have
an altogether different feel.

Also in this area of garden, overlooked by
large windows from the main bedroom and Y
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kitchen, are brown carex and tousled sections
of sturdy blue lyme grass (Elymus arenarius),
restrained in beds to stop the tough roots
straying too far. The steely blue looks wonderful
against the brick outbuildings. James has
decided that the barns’ slightly ramshackle
looks are just right with this kind of planting
and the way the family all use the house and
garden. 'If there were a formal box parterre
here, then obviously the buildings would look
wrong, but this is how we live and it suits us.’
Instead, the barns may one day get new
slates, but as they are used as a place to make
compost, for general storage and as a living

James’s 3 favourite plants

2 The gunmetal grey blue of Eryngium
giganteum fades to eye-catching shades
of chocolate brown.

3 Annual poppy seedheads and faded
allium flowerheads add texture and
intriguing shapes among the planting so
James leaves them until winter.

area for the hens, re-roofing seems rather an
extravagance. As James puts it, 'It would be a lot
of money just to put a roof on a compost heap.’
James believes that a garden should never
become a drag to deal with. You should be
able to spend as much time as you want to
there, but never feel that it is taking over your
life or preventing you from doing other things.
Having said that though, he has plenty of plans
for his in the future. He thinks one of the
outbuildings would make an atmospheric
fernery, complete with a deep still pool of water.
There are also masses of new plants that he’s
not growing but would love to grow — by

time of year and lift
the whole garden.

6 White Japanese
anemones in the
foreground bring
some freshness to the
colour scheme at this
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planting even more borders in the lawn. Quite
how he finds the time to keep the garden
looking as good as it does, given his
extraordinarily hectic lifestyle, is proof of how
cleverly he has organised and planted it.

‘This garden is quite anarchic,” he explains.
‘It just does what it wants to do and when it
gets too far out of line, I slap it now and
again — but not very often.’

James Alexander-Sinclair can be contacted for
commissions on 01327 857682, blackpitts.co.uk.

NEXT MONTH Brilliant autumn colour and cool
evergreens in a West Midlands garden
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