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BOUNDARIES

Better 
BOUNDARIES 
Whether you’re making a feature of it or trying to obscure it, certain 
clever rules will help you make the most of your garden’s boundary.  

Helen Elks-Smith and James Scott offer their expert advice 
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Here, James Scott of the 
Garden Company makes 
sense of an awkwardly 
aligned boundary by 
adding a row of smartly 
pleached hornbeams.
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The dream for most garden owners is 
not to have a boundary at all – given 
a choice we’d probably all prefer an 
unbroken ‘borrowed’ view, preferably 
of idyllic countryside or suitably 

breathtaking scenery. The reality for many of us 
is that some sort of boundary at the border of our 
gardens, or between us and our neighbours, is 
essential. So, given that most of us aren’t gazing at 
our estate over a hidden ha-ha, how best can we treat 
our boundaries for maximum aesthetic appeal?

Helen Elks-Smith, of Elks-Smith Landscape & 
Garden Design (elks-smith.co.uk) says that even 
in an urban garden there’ll still be a landscape you 
can draw on to help your garden feel less hemmed 
in. “You think you haven’t got a wider landscape, 
but if you stop, pause and look up, actually you do,” 
she maintains. “First look for the things you don’t 
want to look at – a building or somebody’s window, 
something like that – but then the chances are that 
there’ll also be something quite nice: a patch of sky, 

Above At Morton Hall 
in Worcestershire, the 
aged red brick walls are 
left largely bare because 
their beauty is, in itself,  
a feature of the garden.

Top A deep hedge 
adds both privacy 
and enclosure, while 
connecting to the 
wooded natural 
landscape beyond. 
Above Helen Elks-Smith 
advises adding planting 
of different shapes and 
heights against your 
boundary to create a 
visual ‘push-pull’. 

“You think 
you haven’t 
got a wider 
landscape, 
but if  
you stop, 
pause, and 
look up, 
actually 
you do”

a tree or a shrub in the distance – something green 
that you can connect up to.” The trick, according to 
Helen, is making visual connections to those things.

“When you’re sitting in a garden with strong 
linear elements like a fence or a wall, they give you 
that feeling of being slightly hemmed in – like you’re 
sitting inside a fortress. You want to try to change 
what you’re looking at, so if you’re standing looking 
at your fence and someone has a tree or shrub in 
the distance, put something that’s a similar shape 
in your own garden to break that fence or wall line. 
Your brain will pull these elements together and 
the fence or boundary immediately becomes less 
dominant,” she says.

“The other thing you can do,” she adds, “is to 
break that wall up. So you might have a block of a 
climber and then a bit of fence showing, and then 
maybe a shrub – to get some visual ‘push-pull’ on 
the boundary, where some elements come towards 
you and some recede and you break up those linear 
elements. That can work really nicely.” IM
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Boundary 
responsibilities

Fences higher than 2m will usually need 
planning permission, and there may be 
different byelaws in conservation areas. 
In front gardens, there’s a general rule 

that 1m is the maximum height; anything 
higher may require planning permission. 

“It depends if you’re on a highway, and the 
visibility splay,” Helen says.

For boundary walls, be aware of the Party 
Wall Act, and rules for building on the 

boundary line. Unless your neighbour has 
consented in writing, the wall will need to 
be built wholly on your land, including its 

foundations.

Check your title deeds and title plan to 
see which boundaries you are responsible 

for – this will be indicated by a ‘T’ mark 
on the deeds’ boundary plan. Two Ts 
together forming an ‘H’ means the 

boundary is jointly owned. Older deeds 
may not have these, and it’s presumed 

that the neighbour with the fence posts on 
their land is the owner, although this isn’t 

necessarily cut and dried.

Beware of quick-growing conifers or 
letting hedges grow too high. Not only will 
they block light in your own garden, they 
could fall foul of the ‘high hedges’ part 

of antisocial behaviour legislation. “Plant 
a hedge so the outer line of it, when it’s 
mature, is on the boundary, rather than 
digging the hole on the boundary itself,” 

Helen advises.

“You have to think about what works for 
you and your neighbour. You can go to 
town on whatever you do for yourself 

inside your garden, but with boundaries 
you’re dealing with your neighbours and 

your community,” Helen concludes.

Although it seems counterintuitive, your garden 
will feel bigger if you can’t see a hard boundary. 
Sacrificing space for deep planting that completely 
hides its edges will pay off visually. “I find myself 
doing this a lot,” says garden designer James Scott, 
of The Garden Company (thegardenco.co.uk). 
“You’re trying to diffuse the boundary, muddle 
where it is and lose it so that when you look at the 
garden, you confuse the brain. Particularly in a small 
space, if the boundary’s very clear your eye quickly 

picks up where you are and your brain can compute 
the size very easily. But if you’re a bit braver and you 
diffuse the boundary with planting, that foreground 
interest will really help make the garden feel much 
bigger,” he explains.

Helen agrees that having interest in the foreground 
can help with the visual trickery. “Pay attention to 
how you move around the garden and what you 
are going to be looking at: something outside or 
something inside? If you’ve got something in the 
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foreground between you and the fence, you can 
bring your eye down to it and the fence will recede. 
Sculpture can be good for that.”

James also has advice for those whose boundaries 
are skewwhiff. “One of the things we consider is the 
boundary shape: is it pleasing? Is it nicely squared 
up with the house? If it’s an awkward shape, you 
probably don’t want to emphasise that, so perhaps 
you’d put a row of trees perpendicular to the house 
and let the boundary do whatever it does. Then you 
can start to build off central axis ways in the garden 
and sort of ignore the boundary.” You may end up 
with odd, triangular shapes because you’ve squared 
the lines up, but you can fill these with planting.

But what of the boundary itself? If aesthetics are 
your primary concern, then hedges must surely be 
the number one choice. Far more beautiful than 
even the most expertly installed fence, they also 
come with innumerable advantages, sheltering and 
nurturing wildlife, helping to filter pollution and 
just generally being a greener and more sustainable 
choice. “It’s just fundamentally better for your soul 
to look at green rather than brown,” says Helen.

 With hedges comes a commitment to regular 
pruning, but this needs doing only once or twice a 

Above Make the garden’s 
edges disappear with 
generous planting that 
disguises them, and the 
brain will be fooled into 
thinking the space is 
larger than it truly is.

year, so it shouldn’t be too onerous. If you’re willing 
to wait for young hedging plants to grow, it can also 
be the most cost-effective option, working out a lot 
less expensive than fence panels and installation. 
For those who have less patience or an urgent need, 
invest in mature ‘instant’ hedging plants from 
suppliers such as Readyhedge (readyhedge.co.uk) 
and Practicality Brown (pracbrown.co.uk).

“If you’re not worried about your hedge being 
evergreen, I’m a great lover of hornbeam,” says 
James. “I love that fresh shade of green you get early 
on in the year and the other beauty of it is that it’s 
one of the toughest plants out there.” 

Helen agrees, although she’d opt for beech on 
chalky or drier soils and is also a fan of classic yew. 
“When we work on gardens at properties in the 
countryside then we look at the native hedges that 
occur naturally there,” she says. “I’m based in the 
New Forest, and there’s a New Forest hedge mix 
that’s completely different to the sort of hedge mix 
you might find in Suffolk or Kent, for example. If 
you plant a native hedge mix that’s part of your 
vernacular it gives your whole landscape a really 
lovely setting. It’s a quiet way of making it feel 
exactly as it should be.”

“A native 
hedge mix 
that’s part 
of your 
vernacular 
gives your 
landscape 
a really 
lovely 
setting” IM
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A colourful bed of 
interesting, textural 
planting in front of this 
tall wall brings the eye 
down and makes the 
boundary recede.
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you want to keep the eye in the garden, 
you might actually want to emphasise 
the boundary and make it part of the 
architectural feel of the garden. We 
might use stylish timber battening but 
we’d still always thread some climbers 
through it,” says James. “Or you could 
install some really nice line wires and 
train espalier fruit trees or a climber. 
But, if I’m honest, most of the time I’m 

usually trying to get rid of the boundary. I never 
want to see a closeboard fence. We might use it 
because it’s practical, but the plan is always to 
cover it up with something.” n

That said, an old brick or stone wall can be 
beautiful in its own right. James was lucky enough 
to inherit an old Victorian wall as part of his 
garden’s boundary when he bought his home, 
but for those hankering after the kitchen garden 
look, be aware that building new walls isn’t cheap. 
They should only need building once, however, 
and their permanence means you can plant for 
the long-term: fan-trained figs and espaliered 
fruit that will be productive for decades, wall-
trained ornamental shrubs and 
climbers that will be able to 
reach perfection. Helen sounds 
a note of caution for gardeners 
with exposed, windy conditions 
though: a solid wall, or fence 
for that matter, can cause air 
turbulence on its lee side, making 
establishing planting there tricky. 
“It’s better to slow the wind down 
in layers,” she says.

If you have pets or small children, or if there just 
isn’t room for a hedge, a fence is often the best, 
most practical option, and the one that so many 
of us go for. “If you’re in a very urban space and 

Above left An airy 
boundary formed of a 
driftwood fence and the 
narrow trunks of birch.  
Top right The hedge 
of choice of James 
and Helen, hornbeam 
(Carpinus betulus). 
Above right In this urban 
garden, the fence adds 
to the architectural feel. 
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GOOD 
RESOURCES
Dry Stone Walling 
Association
The ideal place to find 
skilled experts in dry stone 
walling and other masonry 
techniques. Tel: 01539 
567953; dswa.org.uk

Forest Garden
A wide range of fence 
panels, gates and trellis 
from traditional closeboard 
to contemporary slats. 
Tel: 0333 3213142; 
forestgarden.co.uk

Glebe Farm Hedging
Excellent quality 
potted and bareroot 
hedging plants that 
can be pre-ordered 
for winter dispatch. 
Tel: 01206 323200; 
glebefarmhedging.co.uk

Hedging UK
Container-grown hedging 
plants at wholesale prices 
and readers of The English 
Garden will get 5% off  
when they quote TEG2023.  
Tel: 01704 827224; 
hedginguk.com

Hopes Grove Nurseries
Bareroot and pot-grown 
hedging, including ‘edible’, 
‘bird friendly’ and ‘gin 
makers’ mixes, among 
others. Tel: 01580 765600; 
hopesgrovenurseries.co.uk

Jacksons Fencing
A massive selection of 
timber fencing for gardens 
and estates, trellis and 
metal fences. Tel: 0800 
4082234; jacksons-
fencing.co.uk

Practicality Brown
Instant hedges and trees 
for screening, with over 
10,000m of hedging in 
production. Tel: 01753 
652022; pracbrown.co.uk

Readyhedge
A large range of mature 
hedging grown in troughs 
and the company’s easy-
to-install ‘readybag’. 
Tel: 01386 750585; 
readyhedgeltd.com

STIHL
Look to the new HSA 
50 and HSA 60 models 
for low-weight, cordless 
hedge trimmers to keep 
medium and large hedges 
tidy. Tel: 01276 20202;  
stihl.co.uk


