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After setting up her garden design
business Ruth Willmott didn’t
wait long before exhibiting at
RHS Chelsea, and now with three
medals under her belt she tells us
how she’s built up her practice

Ruth, tell us about how you got into garden
design and why you chose it as a career?
When I suggested I wanted to become a garden
designer, most people I worked with in
management consultancy thought I was completely
mad and that I was having some kind of early
mid-life crisis. While I was excited about the idea of
garden design I was also quite nervous about
spending lots of money and then finding I wasn’t
very good at it. The one-year Diploma in Garden
Design at the English Gardening School based in
the Chelsea Physic Garden was close enough to
travel to every day and appealed to me in terms
of content, duration and cost. I still invest each year
in shorter, specific training for my own and the
team’s development.
Is your business solely yourself or do you have
other designers working for you?
When I started back in 2010 I set up my business
on my own. However, because I really enjoy
working in a team, over the last three years I’ve
built up a small practice with three designers with
different levels of experience and interests, plus
I have an office manager and a freelance artist
supporting me.
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THERE IS AN EMOTIONAL
CONNECTION TO THE SPACE WE ARE
ASKED TO WORK ON, A PROFESSIONAL
RESPECT FOR THE DESIGN PROCESS
AND KNOWLEDGE WE BRING
Do you have a typical client type?
A typical client for us seems to be someone who
understands the benefits of employing a professional
garden designer. They care about their outside
space as much as the interior and want to change
the way they use and enjoy their garden. There is an
emotional connection to the space we are asked to
work on and a professional respect for the design
process and knowledge we bring.
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Are you involved in domestic and
commercial projects?
When I started I had a small portfolio of purely
residential projects. Over the last two years I
have grown my residential portfolio but I have
also sought to develop more commercial work.
About a third of our work is commercial now,
both residential developments and also parks
and public spaces.
Do you favour hard landscaping design or
planting planning?
I enjoy developing the concept and structure of a
space best, which is a combination of both the
hard landscaping and the structural planting
zones. I like both hardscaping and planting
equally in that process. I’m keen on
understanding new ways of building garden
elements and features, particularly learning from
landscapers and getting into the detail of how
things will be built.
Do you purely create designs or do you project
manage or carry out planting?
We are working more with commercial
developers and client teams of architects and
interior designers so our design process maps
well to the RIBA process. How far we go in the
design process depends on the client and the
mix of skills involved in the project. The majority
of our projects in the last two years have been
design through to project administration – which
we do prefer. We don’t carry out planting or
landscaping work, this is always arranged
through trusted third parties. We do insist that
we source and handpick all structural plants and
trees for our gardens because I have strong
views on the shapes of key structural planting in
my designs.
Is all of your work London based or do you
work nationwide?
Our residential work is spread across the UK
with hot spots in the Cotswolds and Sussex but
with an office in the heart of Chiswick we have a
strong base of work across west London. Our
commercial work is all in central London. I like
the balance of local work and larger projects
further afield, it works very well in terms of my
time. Approximately two thirds of our projects
are London based and a third in the wider UK.

1 Chiswick Mall
2 RHS Chelsea Flower Show 2013 – Gold
3 RHS Chelsea Flower Show 2015
4 Putney
5 Paddington Bluebell Wood
6 Chiswick
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WE PARTICULARLY VALUE
AND APPRECIATE HIGHLY
COLLABORATIVE LANDSCAPERS
WHO PICK UP THE PHONE AND
MEET REGULARLY WITH US TO
PROBLEM SOLVE TOGETHER
How do you find the landscapers you work
with, and who are the ones that do most of
your work?
I definitely seek to work with really capable
landscapers with very high standards of finish.
We particularly value and appreciate highly
collaborative landscapers who pick up the
phone and meet regularly with us and want to
problem solve together. We are building up our
base of landscapers in different geographies.
I have used both the BALI and APL websites to
assess landscapers in different areas and review
their capabilities and size of projects. I also chat
with other designers at industry events such as
FutureScape and share recommendations.

What made you want to get involved with
designing gardens for RHS Chelsea and when
did you first dip your toe in the water?
I remember being on the Diploma at the English
Gardening School towards the end of the course.
At the time we were lucky enough to have Andrew
Wilson teaching there. At lunchtime one day we
were all chatting about exhibiting at Chelsea and I
said something along the lines of: “While I know I
want to exhibit at Chelsea I don’t think I should do
anything for quite some years,” and Andrew in his
brilliantly challenging way said something like,
“Why wait that long? Go for it.” It was just what I
needed, so I thank you Andrew Wilson very much
indeed for your intervention that day. I graduated
in 2009 and first exhibited at Chelsea in 2012,
again in 2013 and last year in 2015.
Do you plan to design a show garden for
RHS Chelsea 2017? And if so how do you think
that will impact on your other work?
I must admit I really enjoy the challenge of
designing and building a garden at the RHS
Chelsea Flower Show. Working alongside
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inspiring designers and landscapers, dealing
with the difficulty of the site and putting yourself
out there to be judged is a great experience. I
always have mixed emotions but I feel very
grateful indeed to be a part of it all. Yes, I have
submitted a garden for 2017 and it does take a
good chunk of time out of the year at a busy
time. As we are still relatively small, I’m expecting
that it will have an impact on how much other
work we can manage during this time.

work, they’ve been doing it a lot longer than me
and are running successful design practices. It’s
great to have really strong female role models.
Who would you employ to build your
dream garden?
That’s a hard question but I think perhaps if it’s a
dream garden then I can choose from whenever
in time so I’ll have the team who built Stonehenge
as my hard landscapers – still amazed by how
they moved that stone so far. I’ll have André le
Nôtre’s soft landscaping team please – ambitious
planting on a huge scale. And the water features
by Tommaso Chiruchi when he wasn’t working
on all the water at Villa d’Este.

What do you think will be the next biggest
trend in garden design?
This is a difficult one as there are so many
profound changes impacting our industry right
now, especially with regard to the pressure from
growing pests and diseases on our plant choices
and biodiversity. However, in terms of plant
choice I think shrubs are due a big resurgence
after our long love affair with perennials and
grasses. There are some beautiful flowering
shrubs such as Deutzias, Exochorda and
Spiraea. I also love metalwork in external spaces
such as old gates, dividers, floor coverings and
spiral staircases. I think metalwork will be used
more widely to create contemporary, beautiful
garden structures. We have included metal
structures in the Chelsea 2017 garden.
Are you affiliated to any industry associations?
I am a pre-registered member of the SGD and
enjoy its short courses. The last one on trees,
which took place at Kew, was fantastic. I should
probably consider affiliating to other landscaping
associations but I don’t have that much free time
while running the business and I like to do things
for a clear reason, so I’ll mull it over a while longer.
We hear much about promoting the value of
public green space but do you think the
industry does enough to push the value of
landscaped space within a residential setting?
I do think we could do much more to promote
the value of landscaped spaces. We could create
industry benchmarks for the added value to
properties from investments in gardens and how
a good garden features in the criteria for the sale
of properties. Anecdotal evidence suggests a
great kitchen can add 5% or more to the value of
a property and is a key purchase factor. Looking
at and discussing garden budgets and features in
26
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If you weren’t a garden designer, what would
be your ideal job?
When I graduated from university I spent over a
decade in management consultancy and I really
enjoyed it. My husband and I met through work
and for many years it was my ideal job travelling
around the world during the week and flying in
on a Friday to catch up with everyone in
London. Now I love being a garden designer
and wouldn’t want to change back.

I LOVE USING METALWORK
IN EXTERNAL SPACES SUCH AS
OLD GATES, DIVIDERS, FLOOR
COVERINGS AND SPIRAL
STAIRCASES, OR TO CREATE
BEAUTIFUL STRUCTURES
the context of added value to a property can also
help to get a better perspective on the sort of
budget clients should be considering either
spending or investing for return.
Who do you admire within the industry?
There is a huge list of people I admire in the
industry but I think I’ll choose to give a big shout
for all the ladies out there who are at the top of
their game. I very much admire that they have
put themselves out there to be judged on their

When you’re not working, what do you do
to relax?
Good question! With two young boys I don’t feel
like I get much time to relax at all. In the last few
years I have found more time to read so have
been reading more and fairly eclectic stuff – from
re-reading Wuthering Heights to my latest book
which is The Gene by Siddhartha Mukherjee.
I also enjoy pottering in my small garden and
I have finally, finally this month got a small
allotment so I am very excited about growing
more things to eat with the family.

1 Chiswick
2 RHS Chelsea Flower Show 2015

CONTACT
Ruth Willmott Associates
The Studio
Horticultural Place, 10 Heathfield Terrace,
Chiswick, London W4 4JE
020 8742 0849
www.ruthwillmott.com
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