The woodland adjacent to the house
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which Tim Austen grew up. Photo: Tim Austen.

Gardens made for trees

Tim Austen is an award-winning garden designer and landscape architect. He has completed three
Gold Medal-winning large show gardens at Bloom in the Park in Dublin, won the people’s favourite
garden at Bloom in both 2008 and 2014, and the best garden award in 2009, and has an extensive
portfolio of completed private garden designs across Ireland. He is a familiar face, having appeared as
both a garden design judge and a design mentor on RTE television’s Super Garden gardening series.

By Tim Austen

y love of woodlands
began as a child.
Alongside my parents’
garden in the Wicklow
countryside, near Enniskerry, was
a small gorge formed by a
stream, which ultimately flowed
into the River Dargle and over
which an extensive area of
semi-mature woodland had
become established.

The woodland was dominated by ash
but also contained oak, sycamore and
cherry. There was a magnificent elm
near the edge of the woodland and,
before it was felled in the late 1990s,
it must have been one of the last
remaining mature elms in County
Wicklow. The scrub layer included
holly, hazel and regenerating elm. The
ground layer was dominated by ivy and
wild garlic.
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| spent much of my childhood in this
woodland, exploring, making dens and
building dams in the stream. | still
remember the smell of the wild garlic
infusing the experience with an
essence that has stuck with me since,
in the recesses of my memory.

Meeting people’s needs
[n gardens, the need for woodland
planting very much depends on the
property owner and what they would
like me to achieve with the design.
For new developments, sometimes as
part of planning applications, | have
been involved in designing woodland
planting areas for screening purposes,
and this may also be the case for
existing properties where the owner
wishes to screen a certain scene from
view. Again, many native trees can
contribute to the formation of effective
screens, particularly birch and alder,
along with holly and hedging plants
like whitethorn and blackthorn.

I like to consider the geographical
location, soil type, elevation and aspect

when designing woodland planting
mixes, so if the site is a lowland, damp
valley, then alder, willow and ash might
dominate, whereas an upland acidic
site might have more birch and rowan.

Other reasons for planting woodland
in gardens include shelter as well as
providing an alternative to grass or
other traditional types of garden plants.
Where space permits, | encourage
home owners to plant woodland copses
as once established these can be a low
maintenance form of planting and can
be extremely attractive in their own
right.

Small copses of, for example, hazel
or spindle can be created in even quite
small gardens. These can also be
managed as coppice. The structure of
coppice woodlands, whilst also
prolonging the lifespan of certain trees
and giving wildlife benefits, can also
look very interesting from an aesthetic
point of view, as a result of the
multi-stemmed nature of the trees.
Quite ethereal effects can be created
with repeated multi-stem forms. b
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And just think if every garden had even
patch of woodland, how much
greater our capital of woodland cover
would be!

Furthermore, the selection of trees
for the garden-scale woodland provides
opportunities for creating interest as
the trees establish, the vista changes,
and colour and textural effects can be
made vary over the seasons through
careful species selection. For example,
maple-dominated woodland will
provide fabulous colour in the autumn
and the stems of birch will look
interesting all year round, especially in
winter when the stems are exposed.
And | do love tree bark, the mottled

“This is really an
exciting time in garden
planting design”
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White, multi-stemmed birch as used in Tim Austen’s Gold
della Mostra, at Bloom 2013. Photo: Tim Austen

Mount Usher Gardens, Co Wicklow. Photo: Tim Austen

colouring of myrtle, the shimmering,

coppery-red colour of Prunus serrula

and the roughness of a mature oak or
ash.

There are other functional benefits of
woodland within the garden, including
creating shade as well as providing a
general habitat in which a range of
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plants can be grown within the
composition of trees; by creating
niches into which unusual or
complementary species can be
planted. For example, camellias,
magnolias, hollies and plants like the
native guelder rose (Viburnum opulus)
can be planted to the margins of
woodlands (acid soils only for the
former two plants) and the shade
provided by the canopy provides a
haven for all sorts of ferns and plants
like hellebores and bluebells, which
always look fabulous as ground-
covering carpets of planting.

Naturalistic planting

This sort of planting was pioneered by
the naturalistic planting enthusiasts in
the early part of the 20% century, such
as William Robinson at Mount Usher,
and the approach has been built on by
today’s garden designers who seek to
use natural forms as an integral part of
the shape of a design as well as in the
selection of construction materials and
plants.

There is no doubt that this is a really
exciting time in planting design, with
much interest in planting combinations
that seek to mimic or at least draw
inspiration from the dynamics and
make-up of natural plant communities.
With a realisation that we are in the
process of destroying much of the
world’s natural plant habitats, it is now
incumbent on any designer worth his or
her salt to at least consider the use of
some native plants in any particular
design, even if the entirety of the
planting design is not ‘ecologically’
driven.
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