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All fired 
up

The garden at Gresgarth Hall, 
Caton, Lancashire

The home of Sir Mark and  
Lady Lennox-Boyd

In a non-stop firework 
display of sulphurous 

yellow, flaming scarlet 
and glowing amber, this 

garden lights up the 
soul–and the autumn 

skies, reports Non Morris 
Photographs by Val Corbett

M
Y new discovery is Berberis. 
They are very unpleasant to 
touch and you don’t want to 
look at them for most of the 

year, but, in the autumn, they are absolutely 
covered in fruit and turn orange, yellow and 
red—every colour imaginable.’ 

It is the beginning of November and the 
landscape designer Arabella Lennox-Boyd 
is sitting in her Lancashire studio. Directly 
below her, the rushing water of Artle Beck 
runs up to the walls of Gresgarth Hall, the 
castellated sandstone house that has been 
home to her and her husband, Sir Mark 
Lennox-Boyd, since 1978. On the opposite 
bank is a richly textured tapestry of carefully 
selected trees and shrubs in every shade  
of green, with sudden pools of coral or claret 
and dancing spatters of yellow.   

She describes the end-of-year show, which 
starts with the glowing lakeside Cercidiphy-
llum japonicum, the first tree to colour, and 
continues to towering spires of liquidambar, 
the last to fire up in the inspirational 10 acres. 
There are glorious specimens of Cornus 
kousa—any that develop dark-burgundy leaves 
are much favoured and will be duly propa-
gated—and magnolias that offer wonderfully 
buttery shades. Bridging the gap between the 
more structured parts of the garden closer 

The end-of-year show begins with the 
Katsura tree, Cercidiphyllum japonicum, 
perfectly sited so it is reflected in the lake
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 Yew is the perfect 
foil for luminous 
autumn colour 

to the house and the wilder feel as you move 
away from it is her ‘short avenue of tulip 
trees’: a light-catching glade of Liriodendron 
tulipifera, on the spreading branches of which 
thousands of butter-yellow tulip-shaped 
leaves shift and flutter in the breeze. 

Lady Lennox-Boyd remembers arriving at 
Gresgarth nearly 45 years ago. ‘It was a vio-
lent landscape with hills on three sides and 
a river that was a furious torrent in winter’. 
There were ‘so many self-seeded sycamores 
you couldn’t see through them’.  

As the ground was cleared, she created 
comfortable terraces around the house and 
planted hedges to provide shelter from the 
wind. ‘I do like some formality. I like certain 
principles of Italian gardens, but, unlike 
French gardens, an Italian garden always has 
a twist.’ Key to the rich success of the garden 

a wave. An opening in the hedge and a flash 
of red paint lures you to a stilted wooden jetty 
with comfortable Adirondack seats designed 
by Lady Lennox-Boyd. Exploding energetic-
ally over the seats is a rapidly colouring 
Parrotia persica, a brilliant surprise and  
a perfect example of the garden’s celebratory 
approach to both thoughtful design and the 
natural exuberance of individual plants. 

Even in November, the pots on the terraces 
are overspilling with great wands of long-
lasting salvias, such as the smoky-mauve 
‘Phyllis Fancy’ and the richer purple ‘Amistad’. 
Below, the lake extends rather magnificently 
directly from the lower terrace. ‘I don’t think 
there is any point having water unless it is 
proper water and does what it should do, 
which is to reflect the mood of the sky. And 
the rain on the lake is so pretty, too.’

at Gresgarth is the way the structural ele-
ments—velvety hedges of yew with hand- 
some buttresses of clipped box—partially 
screen or perfectly frame the next section 
of garden and invite you to explore whatever 
is beyond. The dark green is also, of course, 
the perfect foil to pale spring blossom and 
luminous autumn colour.  

There is a wonderful moment along the bank 
of the tumultuous beck where, inspired by 
the hedges at Le Jardin Plume in Normandy, 
France, a tall yew hedge has been shaped like 
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The way the lake mirrors the house and the 
plants is magical. Prunus ‘Tai-haku’, the 
great white cherry, dazzles over and under the 
water in its burnished autumn guise. So many 
clever details catch the eye, such as fans of 
red-berried Cotoneaster horizontalis stretch-
ing down from the terrace at the water’s edge. 
‘It’s so good for softening this sort of transi-
tion,’ she agrees. ‘I like plants that do a job.’ 

As soon as you arrive at Gresgarth, you know 
you are in the hands of a serious plants-
woman. Beyond the precise hedging of the 
front lawn, the façade of the house is a spread 
of glowing colours. There are the generous 
scallop-shaped leaves of Vitis coignetiae; the 
classic climbing hydrangea has turned gold 
and the rare Berberidopsis corallina—the 
Chilean coral plant—lends a gleaming yellow 
drape to the chapel’s mullioned windows.

Left: Structural yew hedges both provide shelter from the winds and frame each area 
of the garden, as well as offering the perfect dark-green foil for gleaming autumn colour. 
Above: A rustic bridge across the Artle Beck, which becomes a torrent in winter

Light the flares
Arabella Lennox-Boyd’s recommended 
trees and shrubs for autumn colour
Acer palmatum ‘Seiryu’ ‘My very 
favourite acer. So elegant, with delicate, 
deeply cut green leaves and, in autumn, 
a lovely copper orange with a bit of yellow’
Forms of Euonymus hamiltonianus, 
including ‘Pink Delight’ Large open 
shrubs with pink seed capsules and 
bright orange seeds. ‘They fruit incredibly 
well and the leaves turn red—everything 
about them is subtle’
Hydrangea serrata ‘Bluebird’ ‘Really 
pretty, by the end of the season, it offers 
every shade of red or pink’

Sorbus commixta var. sachalinensis 
‘All the Sorbus commixtas are good, but  
I am really excited about this one from Crûg 
Farm Plants. It’s a lovely shape, with leaves 
that go from yellow to orange and red fruit’                                             
Stewartia rostrata A rare species, similar 
to S. pseudocamellia, with attractive bark 
when established and fiery autumn colours. 
‘Everyone should plant stewartias’
Viburnum betulifolium ‘Rather untidy, 
but wonderful for autumn colour in the 
arboretum and covered in red berries’
Viburnum plicatum f. plicatum 
‘Grandiflorum’ An open shrub with 
long-lasting creamy white flowers in early 
summer. ‘I use this a lot in woodland and 
in borders. I love its rich red 
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Where to buy the plants
Bluebell Nursery, Leicestershire (01530 
413700; www.bluebellnursery.com)
Burncoose Nurseries, Cornwall (01209 
860316; www.burncoose.co.uk)
Crûg Farm Plants, Gwynedd (01248 
670232; www.crug-farm.co.uk)
Pan Global Plants, Gloucestershire 
(01452 741641; www.panglobalplants.com)

The pebble mosaic paths were created 
by Lancashire artist Maggy Howarth.  
Topiaried shapes, hedges and crisp box 
buttresses frame the billowing planting 
that features asters and grasses

It is in the wilder parts of the garden, especi-
ally in the continuously expanding arbore- 
tum, that the designer expresses her unstop-
pable passion for trees and shrubs. She has 
taught herself to grow trees from seed. There 
are trees in her astounding and immacu-
lately catalogued collection that were col- 
lected a few years ago on an intrepid plant- 
hunting trip to Kazakhstan and others from 
less demanding trips to the Yorkshire Arbore-
tum at Castle Howard. She is always searching 
for particularly elegant shapes or exquisitely 
colouring foliage, often sourcing plants from 
specialist nurseries such as Burncoose, Crûg 
Farm, Bluebell and Pan Global.  

The interconnecting paths of the arboretum 
take you to a grouping of rare magnolias, grace-
ful Halesia carolina and Styrax japonica 
(she recommends both for their autumn yel-
lows, as well as their enchanting flowers) and 
heavily berried Cornus kousa. The way each 
tree is placed and relates to its neighbour is 
carefully considered, paired for contrast or 
repeated for impact—the radiant autumnal 
rhythm of the pleached limes behind the 
herbaceous borders is a perfect example.

Lady Lennox-Boyd is often away working 
during the week, returning to Gresgarth at the 
weekend. ‘It’s important,’ she affirms, ‘that 
there is always something different in the 
woodland or the parkland to catch your eye.’ 

Gresgarth Hall is famously a garden for 
all seasons, but as the year draws to a close, 
it is quite spectacular.
The garden at Gresgarth Hall, Lancashire, 
is open on second Sundays, February– 
November (www.arabellalennoxboyd.com)

 Trees came from an 
intrepid plant-hunting 
trip to Kazakhstan 
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