


THE CONCEPT

AN ARCHITECT BY TRAINING, Michael Balston moved to his home, Manor
Farmhouse near Devizes, Wiltshire, in 1983. The layout of the garden is deter-
mined by a north-south axis, which runs through the front and back doors of
the house. At the back (north), it passes through the walled garden and kitchen
garden to a field beyond. At the front (south), it takes you to the front lawn
and Michael’ office. In 1983, the focal point for this north axis was a dilapidated
brick water tower. Michael wanted a feature to make a ‘full stop’ for this axis,
and, radically, decided to demolish the water tower and replace it with a mound.

First and foremost, Michael saw the mound as a way of recycling the
materials on the site. The pile of rubble from the brick water tower became
the core, and some years later, he had enough soil from digging a pond and
other excavations to cover the bricks with subscil and a meagre 5cm (2in)
layer of topsoil. The finished mound (left) is about 5m (16ft) high and
measures about 15m (48ft) across at the base.

Manor Farmhouse lies in an area full of natural and ancient manmade
landforms - including Silbury Hill, the largest prehistoric mound in Britain.
From the top of Michael’s mound there are views to Salisbury Plain and the
Marlborough Downs. The spiral shape of the path leading up to the top was
achieved, says Michael, 'partly by mathematics, partly by eye’.

THE
PLANTING

AS THERE WAS NO WATER
AVAILABLE NEARBY and mowing
the slopes would be impossible,
turfing was out of the question.
Instead, the mound was planted
with 1,400 box bushes (Buxus
sempervirens), each one 5cm (2in)

THE MEADOW

high and set 20cm (8in) apart,
leaving a spiral pathway unplanted.

That summer - 1991 - was hot,
and there was not enough pressure
to bring water up to the mound, so
watering the new plants was not
an option. Box are clearly tough,
and despite the heat and lack of
water only five plants were lost.

The area was kept weed free and,
for the first few years, the spaces
petween the box were carefully and
painstakingly weeded by hand every
week. Within five years, the box
plants had knitted together and are
now kept trimmed to a height of
75-90cm (2ft 6in-3ft).

The yew tree on the top of the
mound was planted when young
and has gradually developed an
umbrella shape, which is useful ‘for
drinking a Pimm’s under, on a hot
summer's day’, says Michael.
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MICHAEL BEGAN PLANTING TREES IN THE FIELD (above)
in the 1980s - 150 whips (inexpensive one or two year
old trees) of fruit, amelanchier, birch (including Betula utilis
var. jacquemontii), sweet chestnuts, oaks, silver maples,
liriodendron and hornbeams. Bulbs were added to give a
succession of colour through the year from snowdrops in
January, Crocus tommasinianus in February, Narcissus
obvallaris and N. cyclamineus for March and April.

Ten years later, the ecology of the meadow had already
begun to change, creating more shade, and woodland
plants such as dog’s tooth violet and wild garlic appeared.
Michael introduced Fritillaria meleagris (snake’s head
fritillary, above right), which, despite the dry conditions,

seem to flourish, perhaps because of the added shade.
Narcissus poeticus var. recurvus extend the season to
May, and Michael added camassias (C. cusickii, above
centre), which are tall enough to hold their own and

complement the cow parsley that fills the meadow with
the scent of early summer. Later, naturally occurring oxeye
daisies, knapweed and other native wildflowers appear.

The meadow is cut in August and again in early
September, which allows the colchicums and autumn
crocus species to get some light and air. Michael has
tried different forms of cutting, but the old fashioned,
hard work way seems the best - a scythe. Paths are
mown through to give access to the mount.
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