
HOW A KEEN SURFER MOVED TO YALLINGUP, 
WESTERN AUSTRALIA, AND DESIGNED  

AN INNOVATIVE GARDEN TO SAFEGUARD  
HIS HOME AGAINST BUSHFIRES. 
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A Beaucarnea  recurvata  
‘Ponytail Palm’ framed by 
Leeuwin-Naturaliste National  
Park and the Indian Ocean.
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ill and Diane Mitchell’s property ‘Down South’  
is a rare gem on the south coast of Western 
Australia; surrounded by Leeuwin-Naturaliste 
National Park, it sits high on a limestone ridge 
framed by the Indian Ocean. With a bird’s-eye 

view of Smiths Beach, it’s a surfer’s paradise, which is why  
the Mitchells purchased the 10-hectare property near 
Dunsborough as a holiday home in 1980. But there’s a price  
to pay for being enveloped in natural beauty — zoned extreme 
bushfire risk, the Mitchells have been forced to prepare for 
evacuation from their property twice in the past five years.  

Bill began implementing a fire-management plan after  
he and Diane moved here permanently from Perth a decade 
ago. First they cleared the coastal heath and peppermint 
bushland around their property, but it wasn’t until they 
excavated limestone boulders that a garden concept took 
shape. “It started with the limestone and I thought a Mexican 
desert theme would look good. I found succulents while  
I was researching fire-retardant plants as they don’t promote 
radiant heat,” says Bill. “I went on a crusade and planted 
thousands of succulents and cactus.” 

Since planting began about four years ago, the Mitchells 
now have one hectare of garden they call Fire and Beauty, 
which forms a tapestry of colour, shape and texture. “It’s 
really opened people’s eyes to the beauty of mass-planted 
xerophytic plants,” says Bill, who took home the award  
in the large garden category at Gardening Australia 
Magazine’s 2016 Garden of the Year awards.

Bill was involved in financial services before retirement and 
admits he’d “never been in a garden for five minutes” before 
embarking on this project. “But I’ve been swept up in this whole 
succulent thing and, thanks to the internet and people I’ve met 
along the way, I’ve become really passionate about it. I love the 
great diversity — from golden barrels of rich yellow to the dark 
green and red flowers of the Euphorbia milii. People say it’s like 
you have goggles and a snorkel and are swimming over a reef. 

“I appreciate the architectural beauty in the shapes and  
I’ve been lucky with the natural landform — the slope allows 
you to look at different levels and perspectives and, along  
with the limestone boulders, it looks organic and natural.”

Another component of their fire management plan is water 
storage and the pump for the house sprinkler system that  
can be started remotely by text. Recently Bill also installed 
surveillance cameras around the house, which he can view  
via a mobile phone app. This means he can monitor the home 
during a bushfire, even if he cannot access the property, and > 

CLOCKWISE, FROM TOP LEFT 
Overlooking Smiths Beach, the 
garden features a Troubled 
Youth corten steel sculpture  
by Australian artist Jimmy  
Rix; a euphorbia plant variety;  
Diane and Bill with their 
granddaughters, 11-year-old 
Lucinda (left) and Isabella, 17,  
and Daisy the Staffordshire;  
the rock wall is made from 
limestone boulders quarried on 
the property. A birdbath from 
Willie Wildlife Sculptures is 
nestled in the terraced garden; 
an up-close look at one of Bill’s 
favourite plants, Kalanchoe 
beharensis ‘Napoleon’s Hat’. For 
stockist details, see page 139.

76 COU NTRY ST Y LE JANUARY 2017

GA R DE N YALLINGUP WA



“This garden has been at the expense of 
surfing — it’s taken over as my passion.”

 The view to Yallingup in the  
north. The path, made from hot  

mix bitumen to prevent slipping, 
contrasts with the limestone 
borders and mosaic of plant  

colour, texture and shape.
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get the pumps and sprinklers started if he sees his home is 
under ember attack. They collect 400,000 litres of water from 
bitumen runoff around the house with half used for the garden 
while the other is kept as firefighting reserve. “When people 
buy a rural property they should consider the land shape with  
a view to collecting water for two purposes — firefighting and 
reticulation for creating a fire protection barrier,” Bill advises. 

 “We’ve had prolific growth rates because of the quick 
draining, high-alkaline limestone soil and the difference 
between here and their natural habitat is that they get a good 
drink once a week. From a fire shield aspect, that’s really  
good. Our garden provides a 30-metre fire blanket and the 
closest natural bush is now 40 metres away,” he adds.

The Mitchells sourced plants from backyards, nurseries  
and other collectors. “It’s pretty rare now to find something  
I haven’t got,” Bill says. Theirs is considered one of the largest 
private aloe collections in Australia with 460 plants and  
20 different varieties, which produce about 8000 to 10,000 
flowers between March and September. 

Gravel mulch is used as weed control, along with white beach 
sand. While succulent groundcover helps supress weeds, they  
tend to choke other plants if not monitored and the Mitchells  
lost a two-metre Pachypodium lamerei last year that rotted from 
the base. They’ve had other challenges, such as mealybug, so Bill 
removed the affected area and replanted as he learnt fighting the 
bug was useless. “It was a problem but not a disaster,” he says. 

The pair’s favourite plant is the Madagascan Kalanchoe 
beharensis (‘Napoleon’s Hat’) — “It’s so unique and has a wow 
factor,” says Bill — and their latest project was planting  
a Moringa drouhardii tree boulevard behind the house, which 
Bill grew from seeds from Broome. In just two years, the 
Moringa has grown two metres high. Diane and Bill both tend 
the garden and their daily schedule is decided over a coffee each 
morning while they survey the coastline below. “I work out 
whether I’m going to garden or surf,” says Bill. “This garden has 
been at the expense of surfing — it’s taken over as my passion.” 

The Mitchells have embraced rural life and are involved in 
the local volunteer fire brigade. “Being city people, we love the 
difference in being part of a community down here.” Their two 
sons and grandchildren, Isabella and Lucinda, visit regularly 
and although the garden is not open to the public, last year more 
than 300 people visited through word-of-mouth, friends and  
five local garden groups. More recently, a group of botanists  
and landscape architects from the US stopped by. “I try to get 
the word out to people that they can create something of beauty 
as well as protect their family home,” says Bill. 

CLOCKWISE, FROM TOP LEFT  
The bocce court made of local 
white sand. “It is unique and 
inspired me to use it all over  
the place for the Mexican  
theme and as mulch,” says Bill; 
Agave attenuata; Kalanchoe 
beharensis drapes over a gravel 
path which leads to the steps; 
some of the barrel cacti are  
40 years old; grey Cotyledon 
orbiculata beneath olive  
trees that were grown on the 
property and transplanted 
when they were eight years old. 

For more garden design ideas 
and inspiration for planting, visit 
homelife.com.au/gardening
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