Tim Austen

THE GARDEN COUNTY swept the board at Bloom last year,
bringing home an envious collection of medals — one of those much
highly coveted titles going to Wicklow-based Tim Austin, a previous gold
medal winner at Bloom, collected a silver-gilt medal for his creation,

“ The Growise Garden’. Sponsored by Kildare Growers and Bord na
Mona/Growise, the large garden entry drew on themes of awakening
and helping those using the space to feel refreshed and invigorated.

We caught up with Tim and grateful
that he could spare us some time, so
we could pose a couple of questions to
provide us with a little insight into what
makes him tick and why he’s in such

high. He also offers up priceless tips and
advice for Spring/Summer 2012.

SO, TM = HOW DID [T ALL BEGIN FOR
YOU?

Well, I think I was moulded in to gar-
den design rather than having a ‘eureka’
moment. I was lucky enough to grow
up in a wonderful 2-acre garden that
my parents developed near Power-
scourt and which was open as part of
the Wicklow Gardens’ Festival. From
an early age, I was encouraged by my
parents to help maintain their garden
(especially with the promise of financial
reward!). Later on, having an affinity

with outdoor work, I took summer jobs
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in Fern Hill Gardens, Co. Dublin and
then Charleville House, Co. Wicklow
(two of Ireland’s great traditional houses

and gardens).

ARE YOU NATIVE TO WICKIOW OR
WERE YOU LURED BY IT'S SETTING?

I am a Wicklow native and what a
perfect educational setting for a gar-
den designer to be to grow up in the
Garden of Ircland with great gardens
like Mount Usher on his doorstep. My
formal education in landscape and gar-
den design was undertaken in England,
where I also worked for a while but I
returned to live in Wicklow ten years’
ago.

VVERE YOU AIWAYS DETERMINED TO
DO THIS OR WERE YOU ON ANOTH-
ER LIFE PATH®

To be honest, I think I was destined

to do garden design work but only
realised this in full when I was in my
mid-thirties with several years’ work as
a landscape architect under my belt. I
always wanted to do something out-
doors; initially, T wanted to be a nature
conservationist or ideally a park ranger
but later on I figured out that design
was my real forte. I liked art as a child
and I guess a love of art and the out-
doors can be combined in the profes-

sion of a garden designer.

WHAT ARE YOUR PROUDEST ACHIEVE-
MENTS?

My proudest achievements are my two
children. However, in regard to my
garden design work nothing can top the
feeling of getting my first gold medal
at Bloom in 2008. This was for my
large show garden called ‘Tnspiration
from Mount Usher’ that also won the
peoples’ favourite garden accolade that
year. I was delighted, I had never done
a showgarden before - I had never even
been to Bloom. It was gutsy move and
it paid off.

I have won medals each year at
Bloom since then and am immensely
proud of each garden that I have done
as I try to do something different each
year. Recently, I have been a garden
design judge on the RTE 1 show,
Supergarden and I also judge show gar-
dens with another well-known designer,
Diarmuid Gavin, at the NorthWestGar-
denShow in Donegal. This is an up and
coming garden show and I am delighted
be involved.

WHICH ASPECT OF YOUR WORK DO
YOU FIND THE MOST CHALLENGING?

The most challenging part of my work
is trying to fit the bulk of the years’
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work in to the gardening ‘silly-season,
which is the 3 months from the start
of March until about mid-June. That’s
when everything happens garden-wise.
People wake-up in early March and
want to get their garden overhauled. If
only they would contact me in winter
when we're huddled indoors in front

of the computer and we have plenty of
time to think and plan. Then we could
get their designs ready in advance of
the planting season.

VWWHAT ASPECT OF YOUR WORK DO
YOU FIND THE MOST REWARDING?

‘The most rewarding aspect of my

work is the satisfaction of seeing a well
worked out design on plan materialise
in to a beautiful real-life garden. It’s
like secing a fairytale come true, espe-
cially when our clients are also over-
the-moon with the result. Most of my
work is in the production of the design
plans and people may not always un-
derstand what they are getting,. How-
ever, the end result usually removes any
misgivings that they might have had in
employing a garden designer to produce
proper plans in the first place.

VWHAT ARE YOU TOP TIPS FOR OUR
READER, IN TERMS OF PLANTING FOR
SPRING 20122

My top tips for planting in Spring 2012
are straight forward:

1) Use plants to reduce the
amount of grass cutting that you
have to do. Over the long term i’s
better for your pocket and for the envi-
ronment. We have way too much grass
in Ireland and we need to grow more
plants to brighten up our public and

private spaces.

2) Think about including some
edibles in to your garden this year.
You don’t have to have a dedicated veg-
ctable patch. You can grow a few spuds
almost anywhere in the garden, as long
as you have some depth of soil and a
bit of sunshine. Or even simpler, plant
a few herbs amongst your other plants
or in a pot near the back door — within
grabbing reach whilst you are putting
the dinner together!

3) Try to use plants that are grown
in Ireland. They are selected by our
nursery growers to be hardy in Irish
conditions and buying Irish will help
support Ireland’s horticultural industry.

WHAT IS THE MOST COMMON
QUESTION WHEN ASKED FOR YOUR
ADVICE?

The most common question that I get
asked is: ‘Are you expensive?’ I don’t
think the work that I do is expensive
considering what I putin to it. Iam

a qualified expert in what I do and I
charge appropriately; in fact, this is the
only way I can make a living from being
a garden designer. Clients pay for my
time and expertise and there are recom-
mended rates for garden design work
given by professional garden design
bodies also— I use these recommenda-
tions to compile my rates. But, I always
try to accommodate peoples’ ability to
pay. That is why the most basic level of
consultancy (an initial meeting) starts
at €50. Simple sketch ideas or a basic
plant list will be at the lower end of the
fee scale but detailed, full-design, plans
will obviously be more costly - especial-
ly if the client has grand ideas! There is
some sort of a notion that garden design
work should be free, perhaps because
some landscape contractors offer the
service as part of their construction or
maintenance work. But make no mis-
take, this is not the same garden design
that T do...think about it, would you
get your builder to design your house
for you, as well?

GIVEN THE CURRENT CLMATE —
WHAT ARE THE ALTERNATIVES TO GO-
ING INTO A GARDEN CENTRE AND
SPENDING A SMALL FORTUNE?

If you are after plants then there are
two things that you can do. Firstly, use

* bare-root plants which are non-potted,

woody trees and shrubs that are avail-
able in garden centres from November
until March. These tend to be a lot less
expensive than potted plants that are
available all-year-round. But you need
to hurry up!

Secondly, you could go to a friend’s
who has an established garden ar this
time of year and ask (very nicely, of
course) if they are dividing their herba-
ceous perennials and if so could they
pot-on some for you. This is a great
idea as many perennials need dividing
because they have outgrown their grow-
ing space and the divided plants will
take very easily when transplanted.

YOUR PLANS FOR THE FUTURE?

My plans for the future involve grow-
ing and developing my design practice.
We are involved a great variety of work
and I hope that I will be able to make a
contribution to improving our environ-
ment through my work not only in
peoples’ private gardens but also in our
public spaces. I am also involved in
developing a new, exciting floral design
business with my wife Camelia. Based
in Wicklow town, we are offer fabulous
floral creations for weddings, events
and specific occasions. So, I guess it will

always be about plants and flowers for
me and I feel chankful for that!
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